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Chapter One: The Journey Home 


Author's Notes: 

So we enter Part Ill, which will prove to be a thrilling, stressful roller coaster, | surely hope. Just started my 
third trimester, so we'll see how far we can get before little one gets here! I'm looking forward to 
this..somewhat dismal chapter in their lives. A lot to come, a lot to explore, a lot of shit for them to sort out. 
Also, we'll be moving houses in about two weeks, so hope to get another chapter or two up before then! Hope 


y'all enjoy :D 


May, 199b. 


It had been a long several months out on the road with Snakepit, but now | was headed home. Finally, finally 
headed home on a beautiful, scorching, California mid-May day. 


The past months had been lengthy and hot, full of screaming audiences, buses, and new and old friends and 
venues. There was always something going on, always something to do, always something memorable happening. 


And come to think of it, it had been an eventful past two years, too. 


| wandered through LAX, signing autographs and schmoozing with fans, scribbling my name on any and all 
objects people could get their hands on: ticket stubs, pamphlets, flyers, even napkins, tits, and dollar bills, 
answering the same questions I'd answered around the world a million times before, smiling as people snapped 
photos, and attempting to be the best people-person | could be, though there was only one person on my mind 
as a group of very attractive chicks invited me for an extremely open invitation to the airport bar and 


bathroom. 


| turned them down, as | did with everyone who wanted to sycophantically bask in my company, mooch off me, 
or fuck me. Tenderly talking my way out of unwanted situations was a survival skill I'd had to learn many 


years ago, now merely second nature. 


Once free of the rabid throng of giggling giddies, both men and women alike, so starstruck though they had no 
need to be, it was through the massive glass doors to a line of taxis where | threw my luggage in the trunk 
of the nearest one, slid in the backseat and told the driver where | needed to go: Home, goddamn it! | had some 


love to make! 


It's amazing how much can change in two years, and the biggest change in my life was the one constant, the 


one who was always there: Duff. 


I'll never forget coming downstairs one morning the sound of Duff's amused, puzzled voice chatting with Matt 
Sorum on the phone, "They said what? | did what to my face? Uh, no, | did not! That's just my face, man. 
That's fucked up!" 


Duff hadn't made many public appearances at that point, but the opening of the Hard Rock Hotel and Casino in 


Vegas certainly made an impression on a lot of folks. 


The booze weight was long since gone, leaving in its place a physique longer and leaner than it had been in its 
twenties. Duff's face was thinner, more angular now, and to those who didn't know him well his gaze seemed to 
be more steely, grim and serious, but that wasn't the truth. Duff was still pretty much the same guy, goofy, 
humorous, and lighthearted--he just didn't have the cushioned delirium of alcohol to soften him all around. Plus 
his new, toned, muscular body tended to intimidate people more than his previous openly-cuddly teddy bear 


persona. 


"That doesn't look like him.. He was all bloated and fucked up. Mustve had plastic surgery!" I'd heard whispered 
during one of his first appearances with The Neurotic Outsiders, a gig from which I'd watched on the sidelines, 
staying nearby for reassurance as he was still fighting very real, very overwhelming stage fright without the 


handy tool of cranvodka to aid him. 


| hated to burst this dude's bubble (or loved it in this case, actually), but no. | had the distinct pleasure of 
telling a few select people that day that that was indeed Duff's normal, natural face and there was absolutely 
nothing done to it. 


"That's what happens when you almost fucking die and manage to completely turn your life around, dipshit," | 


had told one guy with much, much delight, almost bordering on sadistic when | saw the horrified expression 
consume his face at being overheard. "I assure you, nothing surgical has come anywhere near that face 


because I've around him the whole time." 


Now that doesn't mean that Duff's "new" face and body didn't come without its own share of awkwardness for 
him. It happened so fast it was like an overnight change, and a drastic one at that. 


Every so often I'd catch him in the bathroom, shirt off, eyes roaming his bare torso, expression thoughtful, 
even uncomfortable. his lips would tighten and press together. his brows would furrow and one would arch 
musingly as he looked himself over, twisting, turning, sometimes even flexing, though he was never obnoxious 


or arrogant about it. 


I'd wait around the corner, lingering in the bedroom, hovering behind the door frame, merely curious and not 


wanting to intrude, watching, because | knew this wasn't entirely a positive self-examination 


He'd take his face in his hands, prodding at his angular, pronounced jawline and cheekbones, dragging the pads of 
his fingers along his cheeks, down his throat and to his collarbones, shifting his head left and right, face 
scrunched in concentration. His hands would travel down his stomach, flat and toned, rippling over the muscles 
that ghosted beneath the taut, tanned skin. Two fingers would glide over the upper left side of his abdomen, 
his palm flattening to rub and pat the area, and that thoughtful expression would sour, turning troubled and 
dark, his light eyes shadowed gloomily by his brows. 


"You alright?" | asked on one occasion when he visibly winced as his touch hovered above the area that had 
nearly cost him his life months before. | stepped into the bathroom and stood behind him, my arms secure 
around his torso, my cheek resting against his firm bicep. | could see the concern in my own face, my eyes 


large and worried as | glanced up at him in the mirror. "Everything okay?" 
"Yeah," he nodded, a sense of stoic resignation in the air about him. "Just." 


His hand resumed its melancholy back and forth, his face tense and brooding, though his body was relaxed 


against me. 


"I still get twinges sometimes.” His voice was hushed, gravelly with suppressed nerves. "It.it scares me, you 


know." 

"Yeah," | nodded, voice soft and pacifying, the feel of his tattooed skin smooth and warm on my cheek. "I think 
you're gonna for a while. It's only been a few months, sweetheart. There was a lot of damage. A lot of 
scarring. Ill stop, though. Everything's gonna take a while to fully heal up." 


"| know it will," Duff shrugged, the tension easing from his features. "It just makes me anxious is all." 


His hands lowered to mine, a little smirk twitching the edge of his mouth. He gingerly lifted my hands to run 
my fingertips in the emphasized dip of his hips, right beneath his hipbones. 


"Never had this body before, either. Not even in my twenties. It's weird," he shyly snickered. "Like, sure, | had 
a little, like, ghosting of my hips and all that, but not like this. This, like, fuckin’ deep V I've got goin’ on. And 
abs! What the fuck are those doin’ there? | didn't even know | had those!" 


Health and fitness has become a whole new obsession for Duff; it was as if he'd traded one addiction for 


another. 


Sayings like, "Food is fuel, Slash," and, "No pain, no gain, ya know!" became commonplace in our household, as did, 


| eat for results, not flavor," and the corresponding, bland culinary abominations that came along with it. 


As much as | adored and admired Duff for completely turning his life around and seizing life by the balls, god- 
fucking-damn it, | was sick of oatmeal for breakfast, tuna for lunch, and turkey, salmon, or lean fucking chicken 


breast for dinner day in and day out. Especially because Duff could cook like a motherfucker. 


To suffice, I'll just say | lived for cheat day meals because that meant | could hog out on delicious fucking 
carby, meaty, fatty goodness and not be bitched at. Not that he really bitched at me, or | at him. You put it 


in front of me I'll usually eat it, but Jesus fuck some variation in the diet would've been nice! 


Oh, and the diet only had one exception: ice cream. Anyone who dared try take take away Duff's ice cream was 


a dead man. 


It all started with mountain biking. Fresh from the hospital, Duff simply needed something to occupy his time, 
to keep his mind from the addictions that still nibbled at him like an army of termites gnawing at a vulnerable 


tree. 


He was still shaking like mad after being discharged, his muscles fairly weak despite getting around and doing 
his routine physical therapy exercises, and it was something easy, something that wasn't too strenuous or 
demanding. And at first | even joined him, but after a couple months he surpassed me, leaving me in the dust 


heaving for breath that | totally didnt blame on my two-or-three-packs-a-day habit. 


When riding around the neighborhood wasn't enough, the trails around the canyon became his home. He'd be 
gone all day, leaving after breakfast long before | woke up, a good morning note and a bowl of fucking oatmeal 
on the table that | felt guilty about throwing away before | shoved a couple PopTarts in the toaster and 
chowed down on those. He'd return before sundown, face red, arms and legs tanned, coated in a fine layer of 
dirt and grime, huffing and puffing, grinning at the strength of his exertion and beaming with a sense of 
accomplishment. 


| encouraged him, too. It made him feel good, gave him something to do and gave me some introvert time, so it 
didn't bother me in the slightest. | even encouraged him to go to the gym when he approached me with it, and 


kick boxing, as well. 


Duff's going to the gym really began something fun in our home. Snakepit rehearsals were during the day, so 


I'd be home long before his two or three hour evening gym visits came to an end and he'd burst through the 
door, high on testosterone and endorphins that pumped through his veins. 


This was a game | liked to call, "Fuck Me Where | Fall," and very fun one it was. 


It soon got to a point where I'd constantly be peering out the blinds, hopping on my toes, dressed in shorts or 
jeans that could be easily ripped off and trying not to get my dick tangled in the slats because the 


motherfucker was as eager for getting fucked as | was. 


I'd wait..and wait.rub my dick a few times because it started to hurt.and wait until the car pulled in, then I'd 
chortle with throaty glee then whisk off to a carefully selected location, a possible smoke trail lingering to give 
away my spot as Duff was very adept at finding me. My favorites were the stairs, kitchen counter, the pool 
chairs, the pinball machines, and the balcony railing. The pool table was great, too, as was the, uh, well, what 


we called the Dungeon, but that didn't really fit the mood of the theme. 


My god, | loved that game so fuckin’ much I'd already be bent over, or legs spread jerking off. Or maybe | was 
just slow that day and wanted to be easy prey, and Duff would tackle me with mad, horny kisses right there 
in the living room, slick, sweaty skin on mine, hair damp hair clinging to his neck, his hands supporting my ass 
with my legs clamped around his waist as he carried me to the couch and growled, feral, hot, and impatient on 


my lips, "Ride my dick, you sexy motherfucker." 


We also had our own special version of a protein shot for before and after the workout, but I'll let you do the 


math on that one. 


Oh, damn. Those aren't memories you fully, fully want to recall in the back of a taxi, are they? At least the 


poor driver can't see over the seat. Fuck! 


As much as | loved being carted off like an adored lover after a battle worn warrior's victorious homecoming, 


| also loved Duff's new academic side. 


Though | knew it was buried somewhere deep within him despite his fronted and well-fought for "I'm cooler 


than cool" demeanor, Duff revealed himself to be quite the nerd when sober. 


His thirst for knowledge was absolutely insatiable, and while he'd left me behind on the bike trails, he also left 
me behind in literature. Every day it seemed he'd be bringing home a stack of books, and our already-immense 


collection expanded, swelling so exponentially we had to start shoving bookcases in the snake room. 


| was sure Baby, our beautiful red-tail boa, and Houdini, Duff's adorably bug-eyed leucistic rat snake, didn't 
mind, though. Duff found himself a big, comfy chair and made himself a little reading nook, and one of them 
was always out, draped over his shoulders and the back of the chair while his nose was buried in the book and 


his hand busied itself with affectionate strokes of their bodies. 


Me? | just preferred to stretch out on my belly on the bed, the couch, or the floor. Many times when he was 


shacked up in the snakebrary (snake library, get it?), | could be found right along with him, usually on the floor 
right in front of him with a pillow propped beneath my chest while he used my ass as a footrest, and our trio 
of dogs and Maximus, our single black cat, lingering right outside the door. Well, with the exception of Chloe, 
who never, ever left Duff's side. 


And with that new found hunger for knowledge soon came the talk of school. 


"D'ya think | can do it, Slash?" He'd asked, brows pinched in uncertainty. "I just.there's a lot | don't understand 
with these.." 


He slapped down a packet of papers, Guns financial statements, | recognized. 


“There's a lot of shit in here that doesn't make sense. | want it to make sense, ya know? And | don't wanna 
hire a guy who can just lie to me and fuck me over and not tell me if I've been fucked over. It's like 
everybody's fuckin’ out for themselves these days. | just wanna know where | stand, where we stand, since the 


beginning of the band, this name-sign-over, and bullshit.” 
And there it was. The big, huge, kink in the cogs. 


It was no secret Axl had made us sign over the name. After being prodded and prodded about it, Duff and | 
finally did it. And you know what? 


| fucking resented Axl for it. 


| wouldn't piss on the motherfucker if he were on fire. | wished a plague upon his house, and a lull in every 
aspect his life, and a fucking limp dick every fucking time he wanted to fuck. If he could ejaculate fire and wail 
in searing, unimaginable pain every fucking time, that would be great, grand, and wonderful to me. If the 
motherfucker's dick would rot off, grow back in an extremely, extremely agonizing way, and this process was 
repeated until the day of his death, | would do fucking cartwheels wearing a goddamn pink, fluffy prom dress 
and dance for joy on his fucking grave the day of his funeral, then promptly piss on his headstone. 


| resented him for a plethora of reasons at that point, but those are better off left alone.-for now. 
But you know what else was a problem? 

Me. 

Yeah..me. 

The Snakepit tour was long, and | was away from home for a while, no Duff to comfort me due to his 


schooling, and no one to truly take my mind off the things that were ailing me, keeping me awake at night, 


eating away at me like a ravenous infection. 


| had been turned on to an old favorite by a band mate. 


While | hadn't completely quit drinking, | had curbed it exponentially for Duff's sake. Slinking around hiding booze 


just wasn't feasible, so the only rational thing to do was cut down 

Upping my intake didn't help my road stress. But you know what did help? 

Smack 

Jesus Christ, Im fucking ashamed 

| tried not to be obvious, but when your significant other is sober, knows your habits and how you respond to 
certain drugs, it's as plain as day, especially when they visit you on the road and you're acting a lot screwier 
than before you left. 

For one, | tended to go through, "Just little waves of tiredness. No big deal. Touring, you know?" 

Bullshit. 

"l'm, uh, gonna go talk to my buddy real quick. Be right back." 

Bullshit. 

"Stomach's upset--need to go to the bathroom." 


Bullshit. Bullshit. Fucking bullshit 


| kept fucking up, forgetting to call home. My multiple calls a day, which | enjoyed and looked forward to, 
dwindled significantly, then totally disappeared. 


Not to mention that when Duff visited me on the road | spent about an hour and a half pounding him to the 
point where he was sore and lost interest. And | couldn't get in the same neighborhood as getting off and just 


gave up, so that was an extremely obvious red flag. 


Well.besides the massive sprays of blood | left on the bathroom wall, the smeared remains of a shoddy, 
slapdash clean up because I'd forgotten about his visit until about twenty minutes before he showed up at the 


hotel. 


He never mentioned anything but the atmosphere was tense, and he seemed to avoid being his usual 
affectionate self with me. He was closed off, arms crossed, that stiff, forced, polite smile on his face for days 


until he left. 


Duff was no fool. 


But | was. 

And there was no valid, acceptable excuse for it. 

Youre a stupid, selfish, fucking junkie idiot, Slash 

All that work over two years and | threw it away, all for a little stress and loneliness. 

While | tried to fight it, | wasn't able to kick before coming home, and now | was faced with a dilemma. 

| could already feel the sickness creeping into me as the taxi pulled into the neighborhood. A whirl of crawling 
nausea, a shivering, gripping chill that got hotter as it sank through my skin and neared my bones. | hadn't 
started sweating, but it would only be a matter of time. 

| had forgotten to do my buffer shot at the airport, too distracted by fans, and now it was too late. 

Duff would know, anyway. He probably already knew. 

| was already sick and couldn't hide it. 

Fuck, how is this gonna work? I cant. | can’t pull this off Itd fake a miracle. 

My mind kept escaping, running to the rig and tiny bindle squirreled away in the trunk, and a part of me 
wanted to rip through the fucking vinyl seat with my bare hands, bust into the compartment, and cook up the 
shot before | got home. 

It was all | could think about, the sting, the rush, the euphoria, how everything that weighed on me would 
vanish in an instant to leave me feeling warm and fuzzy, and | hadn't noticed | was pinching and rolling a raised 
vein in my forearm until the driver stopped and turned around to inform me, "We're here." 

| startled at his unwanted, unwelcome intrusion, a flash of anger, red and furious, flaring so strongly the color 
formed before my eyes, almost instantly disappearing to be replaced by wide-eyed fear, feral and instinctual, 
uncontrollable. 


The guy visibly shrank from me, pivoting back and shriveling, shoulders hunched, into his seat. 


Fuck these goddamn rapid cycling emotions. Fucking smack. Slash, you fuckin' moron, nearly thirty one fuckin’ years 
old and you still haven't learned. 


"Sorry." | shook my hair in my face, my cheeks red with burning frustration and freezing anxiety. | threw him 


a hundred, unconcerned about the change. "Thanks." 


The trunk was already popped when | got out, and it took everything | had to convince myself to enter the 
front door and not dash into safe darkness of the garage to cook up a fix. 


Everything was just as it was when | left, | noticed, restlessly wringing the bag strap in my sweating hands. 
The landscaping was nice, the blinds were open though the house was unusually dark, and Crazy Horny Nora 


Lady was even waving at me from across the street. 

| shakily returned her wave with a pained, forced smile, as she was now a friend as well as a crazy, horny 
neighbor who doubled as something of a dominatrix to us, but that's a long complicated, interesting story for 
another time, perhaps. 

Her face, still pale and beautiful even as she began to near her forties, frowned with concern. 

She mouthed, "You okay?" and circled a finger around her face curiously. 


Fuck. She knows something's up. The driver knew. She knows. Duffil know. Fuck, fuck, Im fucking fucked 


| nodded tersely and jerked a finger to the door, mimicking yawning while | patted my mouth with my open 
palm. "Tired." 


She nodded and waved goodbye, a pleasant smile on her face that | couldn't return. 
When | turned around, the entrance to the house looked like the gaping, yawning maw to hell. 
| knew | was just projecting that visage upon it, for a mere hour ago it was the paradise it always was, my 


little castle filled with all the things | held dear, all the things | wanted to see, the one whose company | had 


been yearning for, but now dreaded. 


Every fiber of me urged to turn tail and run, get a fix, and think about proceeding from there, but that would 
fuck me even more than | was already fucked. 


Resigned, | swallowed my fear and forced my thick, stiff legs to move, the brass doorknob painfully warm on 
my cold, trembling hand, the hot, beaming sunlight on my back not reaching me through my inner frost. 


| paused, terror coursing through me like a lightning bolt when | saw the damage I'd done to myself, 
flabbergasted and unsure of how no one had told me how tracked and pinholed my arms were, and how I'd 


never noticed myself. 


| threw my bag to the ground, squatted down and dug through it, imagining a black hole, a complete void of 
nothingness where | knew my shit was hidden in order to yank out a plaid long sleeve shirt and quickly pull it 


on. 


A last line of defense. A last ditch effort. 


ltd have to do. 
| drew a breath and decided, like the piece of shit | am, /m sick I got the stomach flu. Im sick, | don't feel good, 


and itt! only last a few days. "Sorry, baby, Im not feelin’ great. Wanna come lay down with me?" II work.. It has 


to work. 
God Im an asshole. 


A lying, backstabbing, junkie asshole. 


Chapter Two: How Could You? 


Author's Notes: 
Yeah, probably a little fast. | wanted to wait, but | couldn't, plus I've already gotten the third chapter done and 


am working on the fourth, so | couldn't wait! 


May, 199b. 

When | finally got the balls to open the front door, something was..off. 

The house was completely dark but for sunlight beaming in through the open blinds, forming bright yellow and 
shaded stripes upon the floor and couch. It was completely silent. Chester, Chloe, and Barney didn't greet me at 
the door, nor did Max. It was like I'd walked into a morgue: cold, dark, and isolating. 

| wondered if Duff wasn't home. Usually he was with the horde of pets to meet me the second | strolled in, 
but if he was gone the TV would've been on for the dogs, or if they were in the backyard | would've heard 
maniacal barking. Not that day. 


For a second | thought Id get lucky. That | might, per chance, have time to shoot up before he got home. To 


save my ass with a little emergency shot and then conveniently fall "sick" But | was wrong. 


My sneakers barely made a squeak upon the reddish saltillo tiles, but through the deafening silence | heard a 
sound, a small sigh, | thought, coming from the kitchen 


And when | glanced that way | saw flickers of light. Candlelight, | realized. 

My senses kicked in on overdrive, like paranoia likes to do, all my faculties sharp and aware to danger. 

| saw candlelight. 

| smelled food. Good food. Home-cooked food. Something spicy that | couldn't put my finger on. 

| heard nothing. Well, maybe something akin to a sniffle, but for all | knew it could've been Max because he 
came padding around the corner from the kitchen, the same happy, rather tiny tom cat he always was, to 
youl ecstatically for me to pick him up in my arms and love on him. 

| stooped down and scooped him up, cradling him on his back like a baby while he purred and purred. He was 


always very tolerant of belly rubs, and did nothing but vibrate and slowly blink his happy, enormous green 
eyes, his front claws kneading the empty air above my hand. 


"Hey, buddy," | forced a grin, my every nerve on edge and my hair on end. "Where's Duff, huh? Where's daddy 


at?" 
Maximus did not answer, but instead carried on like a small, furry, pitch black lawnmower. 


It was at that time | noticed a stiff movement from the corner of my eye. A shade moving in the light from 


the kitchen 


| promptly dropped Max, who fell to the tiles with a subdued poof. He landed nimbly on his feet and pranced 


away, leaving me with no other choice but to investigate. 


In seconds, and several steps with the tension, stress, and pain of a man being forced to walk barefoot on 


searing coals, | discovered the source of the soft sounds and suspicious movement. 
It was Duff. 


He sat at the kitchen table, nothing around him but for an overflowing ashtray, a pack of cigarettes, a lighter, 
two thin pillar candles burned about a quarter of their full height, and something wrapped in foil. 


One hand cradled his head as he stared down at the table, and the other was tapping something | couldn't make 
out against the wooden surface. Something small and thin, like paper or plastic, wedged between his index and 


middle fingers. 


All | know is it made an uneasy, metronomic clack, clack, clack every time it hit the table. The irritating sound 


burrowed under my skin like a sand mite. It made me wince, and it made me want to explode in nervous rage. 


| crept inside like a ghost, cobbling together a plan! desperately hoped would work, suppressing the urge to 
bolt or blow up at that slow, disturbing clack, clack, clack 


"H-hey, baby," | tried to smile. 
| was aware of the disquiet in the air, but unsure of its source. 


Duff's head slowly rose, his blonde bangs falling to the side of his face to reveal an exhausted, troubled 
expression. Not like he'd been crying, but like he'd been up all night with the weight of the world on his mind. 


"Hey," he croakily, wearily said back, attempting to grin, tapping the knuckles of the hand that had held his head 


aloft on the table. It was an anxious gesture. "How was your flight, sweetheart?" 


"It was good," | nodded, wishing | had something to restlessly fidget with. "Think | ate something that didn't 
agree with me, though. Feelin’ pretty shitty.’ 


| rubbed my clenching stomach and swiped the sweat from my brow. Neither was for effect. 


"Yeah." Duff nodded, his features contrasted in the candlelight, the shadows deep upon the new lines in his face. 
Clack, clack, clack 

That sound alone made my skin crawl 

Something was up. | could feel it as acutely as | felt the fire of withdrawal gnawing at my bones. 


"Yeah. You look like you're feelin’ bad" He nodded again. He glanced downward to the table, and the tension in the 
room spiked. "But I'm pretty sure it's not somethin’ you ate." 


Clack, clack, clack 

Faster this time. Like an accusal. 

The hand holding the mysterious paper or plastic noisemaker slid forward, towards me, and flattened the object 
so | could see. His hand recoiled as if he'd been holding something disgusting, something foul that he was glad 
to be rid of. 


"Why didn't you tell me, Slash?" His eyes were filled with pain at the question, his voice hardly a murmur. 


| stared, my eyes huge, abashed, my mouth agape, my skin tingling in absolute, gut-wrenching fear, my face 


burning in shame. 
There was no saving my ass. No damage mitigation to be deployed. Nothing. 


| didn't remember the last time | was so afraid. All | know is | wanted to run away that instant. But my body 


was frozen and ill, so flight was not an option. 


| couldn't answer Duff. I'd swallowed my tongue at the sight of that wax paper bindle, the little red "FIRE" 
stamp still perfectly readable on it, though slightly faded. 


"Why didn't you come to me, Slash?" He reiterated, his voice too soft, too fucking kind and worried and broken, 
"Why didn't you let me know?" 


My fists clenched. | felt myself close up with the wave of frightened anger that churned my stomach. 
"And what fucking good would it have done?" | suddenly, viciously snapped, the sweat upon my feverish 
forehead frigidly cold. "Would've set you off, probably. And that's really what you fucking need--two years 
sober to throw it away with a talk. Yeah, that shit would've worked!" 


He didn't immediately reply. Nor did he flinch at my flash of fury. Duff knew how | was on smack, and he knew 


how | was when | was dopesick, which meant | had no means of defending myself. 


Instead it grew quiet, the tension thick, and he studied me. His eyes looked me all over, appraising, but oddly 
guarded, like he wanted to see right through me, but not let on a damn thing he was feeling. 


So stoic, Duff Always so fucking cool and collected since you got sober. 


The bitter venom in my inner voice was corroding my steel walls, itching and begging to be released, though | 
knew he was hiding his hurt and | was just lashing out. 


'So..you leave it for me to find in your laundry. Which | figured I'd do today; one last thing off my list before 
you got home," he finally said, lips pressed and brows knit with thought. "You leave it for me to find At home. 
After | take your laundry from the road and already had a pretty fucking good idea what was going on when | 
went out with you, but wanted to give you the benefit of the doubt” 

Laundry. | thought | had always been meticulous, cleaning out everything and disposing of it properly. 

Not meticulous enough, jackass. 

And you? A "responsible junkie?" Pfft Fuckin’ full of shit, Slash 

The restless fingers of the hand that had fiddled with the bindle anxiously drummed upon the table. "I threw 
out the rig, by the way. After damn near stabbing myself with it. And | always get pulled aside and searched 
at the airport, ya know. What if they'd found that? What if I'd gotten caught with it and had no idea about it? 
What would | have done? How could | have explained that?" 

Duff wasn't condescending. He was matter-of-fact. 

And he was right. He would've been fucked if they'd found that shit on him. 

| felt the fight and blood drain from me like I'd been lacerated. 


Another unending silence of a handful of seconds endured, Duff eyeing me, tapping that fucking bindle on the 


table with its all-incriminating clack, clack, clack that made me flinch each time. 
Duff didn't have to be at his full height to be intimidating. It was a look. A way he'd hold himself. An aura. 
His eyes, his unrelenting, questioning, wounded eyes said, "How could you?" without him having to say a word. 


His disappointment in me was punishment enough. He didn't have to yell, or be patronizing, or nasty for the full 
picture to form before me, for it to be painted vividly with no brushstrokes needed. 


My fortifications broke. My fury melted, dwindling into raw humiliation. 


And at that moment | was just a fucking bug waiting to be crushed beneath his step, smashed into oblivion 


"There's still a little in it" He broke the stillness, the trios of clacks mercifully going silent long enough for me 
to pry my eyes from the floor between my Converse and peer at him timidly beneath my curls. 


That was a mistake. 
His troubled gaze held me, the emotions in it tumbling like the colors in a kaleidoscope. 


"Do you know how tempting it was? Just enough to smoke for a nice little buzz? A nice little trip away from 


what | realized when | found it?" 
| nodded like reprimanded child, my curls in my face, my eyes again gluing to the floor. 


That was my fault, | knew. Duff had never once tried or wanted to try the shit until | got him to smoke it one 
time when he was sick. He was miserable, absolutely miserable, and it perked him right up, made him forget all 


about that awful flu so he could continue partying. 


Junkies are so bad about that. "Oh, you feel bad? Here, try this! It'll take that edge off" That's how you get 


hooked--it's usually from people you trust who have good intentions. 
And that's just what happened. 


No matter my feelings, angry, abashed, afraid, | was glad he'd resisted. Even in my glaring tumult | could admit 


that much. 


"l." The ON switch on my brain finally flipped over. | scrambled to try to explain myself, swallowing the tidal 
wave of guilty, sickening nausea threatening to expel my guts. "Duff, | just.” 


"Why?" He interrupted, colder, sterner. Clack, clack, clack. "Why, Slash?" 


My sigh was a frustrated, terrified, ashamed sob. | flailed my arms and cast my eyes around the room, the 


shadows dancing from the candles manifesting into demons with clawing talons and fiery eyes. 


"Just.everything!" My hands flew into the air, my vision becoming blind with burning tears. "| was gone and | 
fuckin’ missed you and didn't wanna get in the way of your schooling. The fucking record company is up my ass 
with Snakepit, wanting to put my name on shit when | just wanna play music. People tryin’ to tell me what to 


do left and fucking right! And, and." 


| heaved a shaking breath through my babbling sobs, a red hot ball of anger searing deep in my innards. "And 
then fucking Axl, this fucking name sign over shit, the way he's been treating us and fucking talking to us. Or 
not talking to us, more like! Completely avoiding us, if we're being honest! He was with fucking Izzy for years, 


and they break up, so now it's okay to call us all kinds of horrible fucking names?! To force us to give 
everything to him when we worked our fucking asses off for this band?! Phone calls, flyers, beating the shit 
out of rival bands, staying up for days writing shit, then dealing his mood swings, his tardiness, and his 
extravagant, frivolous expenses and lavish, bullshit parties?! How many times have his antics almost killed each 


and every one of us?! And now were the ones who get fucked? It's." 


The tears upon my face felt exponentially hotter than the beads of sweat dotting it. | was shivering, freezing 


and burning up. 

‘It's not fair!" One shoe stomped the tiles, sending a shooting pain straight up my leg and into my hip. "It's not 
fucking right, Duff, and you know it isn't! This fucking ship is sinking fast, and there's nothing to be done about 
it, and I'm sick of it! l'm fucking sick of it! I'm sick of him! Sick of all of it!" 

| stood there, a trembling, sick, shivering, sweating, crying mess, trying to fight the curls adhering to my slick 
skin while wanting to bury myself within them for safety. | hid myself with my hands instead, shielding my 
eyes from the one who looked upon me with understanding, disappointment, and sympathy. 

"I know, sweetheart," | heard, hushed and agreeing, lamenting. "He was my brother, too." 

| wished he hadn't been so soft-spoken, so considerate. It only made me want to break down harder. 

A chair screeched, and in seconds he was before me, his bare feet appearing in my blurry, lowered vision 


"Can." | felt a timid tug on my shirt sleeve and heard just how afraid he was when he asked, "C-can | see?" 


The question was hard to him to ask. His tone was like creaking, rusty, nearly immovable metal, and I'd heard 


an audible, uncomfortable gulp right before. 


But the fact that he asked was painful. It would've hurt less if he'd demanded, screamed at me, and snatched 
the shirt right from my back. 


| offered my left arm, my stiff posture unmoving, my hooded gaze averted. 


| winced hard and fought the overwhelming urge to pull away at the gentle fingers that unbuttoned the sleeve 
and carefully pushed it up my arm. 


| almost wailed in penitent pain at his touch, feather light as it traveled down my arm. My tears grew as his 


voice broke, whispering, "Baby." more heartbroken than I'd ever before heard. 
"|. know," | whimpered, a lump blocking my throat. "l. 'm sorry." 


Oh, now youre sorry? You fuckin’ prick. 


Strong, long arms were suddenly around me, secure and comforting, and my face was buried in his chest, his 
familiar scent surrounding me, not in the least easing my shame because | knew | didn't deserve it, even if | 


yearned for it. 

| trembled in his embrace, sick, embarrassed, pissed, depressed, and feeling so alone because | knew what was 
coming when that tight hug came to an end, and warm, gentle hands held my face, and thumbs tenderly wiped 
my tears as | looked up into those soft green eyes, almost bronze in the candlelight. They were just as sad, 
just as terrified, just as uneasy and unsure. 

"Slash, l." His gaze left me momentarily, flitting down as he licked his lips, uncomfortable. He drew a deep 
breath that sounded emotionally pained, and raised his eyes back to mine. My chest burned when | saw the 
tears in them. 

"l. | can't have it in the house. You..you know that. And l." He swallowed, blinking away heavy droplets, his hold 
on my face strengthening with the intensity of his gaze. "I love you. l.. | want you to take care of yourself, but 
| can't." 

His words fell off, fading as his voice broke and he looked away, like he couldn't believe what he had to say. 
My heart sank to the floor, heavy as a boulder. 


"You can't have me here," | mumbled, my eyes stuck on his t-shirt, to the empty spot around his neck where 
his lock and chain had hung for years, though | saw nothing. "I, | can't stay here." 


The hands cradling my face shook, and | looked up to see multiple silent tears streaming down his face, sheer 


regret and distress in his eyes. 

Duff's voice was gone, hardly registering as a hoarse croak "Yeah.. Yeah. |.l'm sorry, baby, but." 

| shook my head, wanting to pull away but dreading the separation, cursing myself for depriving myself of the 
one thing I'd wanted more than anything, all because of a fuckin’ drug | should've known better than to fuck 
with. All for letting myself hang around a buddy and be tempted. 


That high seemed so worthless now. A pure waste of time and money, and an unneeded stress on someone | 


held dear. 
'It's.it's okay, baby. l.l understand, you know." 
He's right. We cant risk it 


| moved to back away but he pulled me back, into an embrace | wished would never end, tears falling freely 


from our eyes, muted sniffles the only sounds around us. 


| felt humidity soaking through my curls, Duff's unsteady, hushed sobbing breaths mingling with his tears. 
"Just.just take care of yourself and come back to me, okay?" He was fighting his emotions with everything he 
had, his words trembling whispers threatening to bust into complete wails. "Promise me, baby. P-promise me 
you will” 

"l-- | will," | nodded, trying to get a grip myself, the overwhelming nausea beginning to gnaw anew. "I promise." 
| shut my eyes and soaked in the feel of his embrace. The warmth of it. The strength of it. His scent, and 
even the smell of shampoo in his hair and soap upon his skin. | guess something in me knew then, though | 
never wanted to admit it. 

| even savored that soft, strong kiss and the one that came after it, even through our wet faces. But when | 
went for a third, just one last delicate peck, Duff refused, his forehead coming to rest on mine, my face still in 
his hands. 

| whimpered, my heart pained. 

It hurt to be denied. 


"You should probably go," he said reluctantly, quiet as a mouse. "But here." 


He stepped away to grab the foil-wrapped thing from the table, which | realized was a plate of food, judging by 
the delicious scent emanating from it that | couldn't find appetizing. "Just. little something. | hope you like it 


Then | felt something slip into my free hand. 
| knew instantly what it was, and I'm ashamed to admit | slipped that little bindle right into my pocket. 
"| love you's" were exchanged. All of them repeated, painful, and uneasy. 


All too soon | was in my car, my luggage from the road beside me, sparing one last teary glance to the one | 
didn't want to leave, the one l'd essentially turned my back on, before | forced myself to pull out of the drive. 


The last thing | remembered was his anxious, tormented face. It was burned into my memory, branded upon 


my brain. 


Duff had every right to be worried. This shit had killed me once before, and it would have no problem doing it 


agai n. 


But that was a memory | had conveniently pushed aside to make myself feel better about it. And it was so 
tempting, so easy to pick up that spoon and needle again, that | knew how hard it must've been for Duff to 
say no after just a couple of years when | gave right in after damn near eight. 


Its so easy to go from, "Just once. I'll be fine," to spiraling right back into full-blown addiction. It's amazing how 
your tolerance shoots right back up. 


| wanted him to be mad. | wanted him to be pissed, to fuckin’ hit me or something instead of talking to me, 
showing me so much concern and patience, but | knew he never would. Not after the awful shit we'd seen 
between Axl and Izzy. And that's just not Duff. Back in the day he'd kick outsider's and friend's asses when 
they were out of line, but these days the hits stayed in the dojo. Me getting back to where | need to be was 
more important than fighting like we used to. And besides, squabbling wouldn't solve anything--we'd be right 


back where we were in early 1994. 


l'm ashamed to say my fix was the most important thing to me when | arrived at my house. It'd become a 
reptile sanctuary again after Duffs hospitalization, and | had no food, no real toiletries, but | couldn't be 
bothered with it. 


A flick, some cooking bubbles, and pretty tan liquid in that clear plastic was all | was worried about. Before | 
knew it my sickness was gone. Life was warm and fuzzy and beautiful again, not sweaty, icy hot, and full of 


pain. 
While | ate the dinosaur-tracked peanut butter cookies contained in their own plastic bag within the foil- 
wrapped plate, I'm sad to say | didn't touch the homemade jambalaya Duff had worked so hard to perfect 


after our trip to New Orleans, the one where he gave me the ring | tried not to focus on 


| should've eaten it, though. Little did | know just how long it would be until | ate anything prepared by Duff's 


hands, or indeed even shared his presence. 


Because instead of getting my shit together, kicking and returning home like | knew | should've, | spiraled. 


Chapter Three: Demon Dances 


Author's Notes: 
Seems like the story's been gettin’ to some of y'all. I'm sorry! *hugs* | hope you still enjoy it, even if it's dark, 
depressing, and hard to read at times. On that note, this chapter's a pretty rough one. 


June, 19% 
Light 

Dark. 

Light 

Dark. 

Many lights and darks had passed. They were stacked one on another, never ending 

During the light I hid in the darkness, in the cool shade of a tiny room, the mirror long shattered because | 
couldnt stand the sight of myself. At least when | was coming down When | was up, it didn't matter. The little 
broken shards of my reflection didn’t disturb me, even when my face distorted, zooming in and out 

A pleasant, floating vertigo, warmth, then I'd fall asleep. 

Minutes, hours, days later I'd awaken, slumped in the same dark room. 

Black Everything was black Floor, tub, sink, toilet, walls. A dim red light was all | needed. All | wanted 

When | was hot, nauseated, and sick, the inky tile was cool, soothing, and healing as long as the jagged, smooth 
shards didn't slice my skin, as long as | ignored the stench of stale piss and puke that permeated the room, 


the puddles and droplets in which | lay. 


If they could see me now they'd understand. There's nothing glamorous in this curse. Nothing opulent. Nothing 
pretty. Nothing to be hailed as grand. 


They wouldn't tolerate me, much less want to see me at my low. 
Those were the times | didn't want to see myself, either. When | itched, when it became unbearable and | knew 


| had to wait, when | would drag myself on my belly, combing the floor for any tiny remainder, questioning 
whether the minuscule shard was what | craved, or dirt, or, small pebble, or dried vomit. 


And dying. Figuratively, literally dying, for the five short rings of my doorbell that signified impending relief. 


I'd walk, my wobbling limbs limp, or sometimes I'd crawl depending on my sickness, to the backdoor to raise the 


little frog in the empty pot filled with soil to retrieve the medicine beneath it. 
The medicine | knew was damning me as much as it was my only savior. 


During the silvery dark | could leave. | could leave for food, for cigarettes, for booze. | could use it for safety 
because | knew there was no risk of running into him. It was too late, and he was early these days. Every day 
he was early. When the dark was early, he would sleep. When the dark was late, turning to light, he would 


awaken, and | couldn't risk it. 


Sometimes in the morning light | would hear knocks. He ran in the orange sun, in the dawn and dew and fresh 
anew, and | knew it was him. 


Sometimes the doorknob would rattle, and I'd hide, ashamed. The first time it happened | heard a curse and a 
guttural growl of frustration, "My key.. What the.where's my fuckin’ key?! Goddamn it, Slash!" 


| crawled to the door, my lank, greasy hair in my face, a silent, heavy, dismal thud in my heart. | sat before 
the door and pressed my flat palm against it, resting my temple to it. Id have to do in place of physical 


touch, knowing | was not only a betrayer, but now a thief as well 


A clattering, scraping jingle rasped, the sound of a key ring furiously hitting the wooden door. A softer knock, 
perhaps a forehead hitting it, then a heartbroken, stifled, shaky cry, squeaked through a tight, emotional 


throat, "I just wanna know if you're okay...” 


My fingers pet the mahogany stain Tears blinded my vision | wanted to speak, but hadn't in so long | feared 


my voice broken. 


He was there. Right there, close enough to touch, but the warm, yellow sun and the cold, black darkness would 


not meld. My hands, and voice, and legs, and sore arms wouldn't work, 
And maybe | didn't want them to. 
Fuck up. You fuck up. 


Sometimes in the midday light | would get rings, a click for a message, and, “Slash? Are..are you there? It's 


me... 


My ears would perk at that voice, one of the few that would rouse me enough to move, to slink on my hands 
and knees to a small end table in the living room. | wrapped my arms around its leg and pull myself up, hugging 


the carved, stained wood, pressing my cheek to it, longingly staring at the blinking red light above me, fighting 


with myself. 
Answer..answer, you idiot. 


"I just... | just wanted to call and check on you. l.l miss you, baby. I'm worried..really worried. | wish you'd pick 
up, even if you're pissed Answer the door, leave me a note, or somethin'.. Even smash a fuckin’ bottle against 


the door at home, | don't care. Just.just something. 


"Maxi-Pad misses you, though. He keeps wanderin' around yowling, lookin! for you in all your usual places. On 
that note l.l do, too. |, I'm thinkin’ this was a bad idea. That | shoulda just kept you home and worked through 
it. l. tm sorry, Slash. l.. | love you. C-call me back, okay? Even if it's to tell me to go fuck myself. Anything. 
Anything so | know..so | know you're okay. Love you. Miss you. Hope to hear from ya. Take care.. |, | really hope 
you do...” 


By the time the line clicked and the machine beeped, signalling the end of the recording, my face was soaked 
with tears. | could do nothing but stare at the practically empty room around me, nothing but a couch, an end 
table, a shitty lamp, a television, and a few scattered tanks with assorted small lizards, all with tiny, glowing, 


red heat lamps that illuminated the encroaching bleakness. 


| had devolved into nothing more than a human smack dump. | didn't eat. | only slept when | nodded, and most 


of the time | just laid on the floor, my vacant gaze fixated on the ceiling or wall, or even the filthy carpet. 


| didn't clean. | didn't cook. | didn't bathe. | didn't answer the phone or the door. Just left money for my dealer 
and snuck out to get what little scraps of food | needed, but mostly for liquor, which | drank like water. 


| only made the mistake of answering the phone once. Once, just once, before | yanked it from the wall and 
smashed it into oblivion. 


"Slash? Hey, Slash. Answer the fuckin’ phone. It's Axl” 


| recalled glaring down the hallway from where | was sitting propped against the wall, a nine foot yellow and 
black carpet python sliding through my hands. The snakes had free roam of the house; at least the ones | 
didn't think would eat each other. 


| scowled down the hallway, as long and dark as a tunnel, and grumbled through the smoke between my lips, 


"Fuck off" My voice was hoarse from disuse. 


"Yo, Slash. Get your ass up and answer the fuckin’ phone before | come down there and kick your head in. | 


fuckin’ mean it. Answer the goddamn phone." 


| should've ignored it. | should've left it the hell alone, but instead | let the snake slither to the floor and 
managed to haul myself to my unsteady feet. | slid my way down the hall, leaning limply against the wall to 
balance and hold myself up until | reached the living room, hardly able to stumble to the couch, whiskey in tow. 


| threw myself down, narrowly missing a smaller, adolescent white-lipped python that Duff had bought me 
about a year prior. He was beautiful, although snappy, and through the small ray of sunlight that bored into 
my eyes through the slit in the parted curtains | admired his gleaming, iridescent scales, none too happy about 


this extremely unwelcome intrusion of my forced seclusion. 


| hissed into the phone, my words oily and defense, my cigarette wobbling between my lips, "And just who the 
hell are you? My fuckin’ mother?" 


"No," | could hear the snippy irritation in Axl's voice, and instantly, nastily rolled my eyes. "If | was your 


mother | would've come over there and kicked your fuckin’ ass by now. What the fuck is wrong with you?" 


"What's wrong with me? What-what's wrong with you, man?" | replied with all the snark | could, grinning snidely 
at the snake as if it were Axl himself. The snake did not take it personally. "You're the one callin’ me, fuckin’ up 
my day, yelli at me when | ain't done shit." 


"When you ain't done shit," Axl sniffed, most likely with a lip curled in distaste. "The fuck you think you're doin’ 


right now?" 


"Uh, well, right now looks like l'm playin’ with a little snakey-snake here," | snickered, lowering the bottom half 
of the python's body so | could slam a few swallows of whiskey. | made sure to belch into the phone to let Axl 


know exactly what | was fuckin’ doin’. "An havin’ a drink. You sound like you could use one, too." 


Axl didn't take the bait. He instead inquired, none too cheerily, "You know what's happening a few days from 


now, right?" 


"Hopefully the end of the fuckin world," | rolled my eyes again, making an obscene, obnoxious face at the empty 


air before me, "so | don't have to listen to your shit" 


He made to reply, but | cut him off before he could, my blood growing hot in my veins, "And you, you know 
what? Why the fuck are you callin’ me, anyway? It's been practically two years. Two fuckin years of goin’ 
through managers and the fuckin’ extended grapevine to get a hold of your ass, and now, now you wanna talk? 
What's your fuckin’ problem? Who the fuck do you think you are, man? You said it yourself, you know? ‘| don't 
wanna deal with some drunk fuckin’ junkie faggots: So fuck you! Fuck you, Mr. Fuckin’ Perfect. Mr. Fuckin’ Know- 
It-All. Mr. |-Did-H-Alll. Mr. 'm-Better-Than- You, My-Fuckin-Shit-Smells-Like-My-Last-Name, Axl Rose. The 


fuck do you know? You've been gone!" 


"Then why don't you shut your drunk, smacked-up ass the fuck up and listen to me for once, you stubborn 
fuck?" Axl verbally scowled in return. | could tell that got under his skin, and | bubbled with dark glee at his 


suppressed anger. 


"Why? Why should |?" 


"Because you need to get off your ass, get clean, and get back home where you belong before something 
happens." 


| slowly, furiously pulled the phone from my face, glaring at it, so incensed it could've burst into flames. 

How dare he. 

| drew a deep, scorchingly agitated breath, hearing Axs smug chuckle at the fact that the line had gore silent 
He knew he'd gotten to me. 


| slowly, ever so slowly, and bitterly, and indignantly growled, "And just what the fuck business is it of yours 
what goes on between me and Duff? We're nothing but drunk, junkie faggots, remember?" 


"Not my fault you can't let bygones be bygones," he coolly said, a flint striking over the line. "And it's my 


business because we're supposed to be rehearsing, and you're never there, and Duff's a fucking mess." 
| smirked, a streak of darkness slashing across my heart. 


| could've taken a shot at the fact that these "rehearsals" only took place at about four in the morning after 
everyone was tired as fuck from waiting His Royal fucking Highness to show, but | most certainly didn't. 


| took a long draft of whiskey, my lips adhering to the mouth of the bottle, forming an obnoxious suction as 
they separated and | coldly sneered, "Too bad you can't let the good Reverend be a bygone, too." 


That was a low, low blow, one | would've never, ever pulled if | hadn't been in such a dark place, and even then 
that was no excuse. That was a moment that | severely regretted later upon fuzzy recollection Axl and | had 
once been close, and the things he told me in confidence | knew were painful and hard to divulge. That was a 


memory | looked upon with self-disgust and shame, but at that moment it was a well-won, strategized victory. 


"That fuckin’ hurt, didn't it?" | nastily leered over the phone, snuffing a cigarette and instantly relighting. "Yeah, 


well your fuckin’ words hurt, too, motherfucker. Fuck you." 


"Fuck you, too, Slash." The slathering venom in Axl's voice was sweet music to my ears. "You're a threat to 


Duff's sobriety. Do you even fucking care?" 


"You're a threat to my sanity,’ | snarled back, then made my tone squeaky and mocking, "do you even fucking 


care?" 


"The fuck happened to you, Slash?" His voice suddenly fell downtrodden, yet still guarded and pissed. "You're not 
the same person you used to be. The fuck is going on with you?" 


"Yeah, well you're not the same guy you used to be, either" | rolled my eyes, my teeth gritted at his gall 


before | viciously spat, "Fuckin dictator! Fuck you!" 

The last thing heard before | slammed down the phone was, "Go to hell, rotting fucking junkie!" 

The python was lucky it was no longer in my lap because | flew to my unsteady feet, phone and cradle in hand, 
and ripped it from the table. The cord severed with a satisfying snap, and the phone hurtled through the air, 


smashing against the far wall with a gratifying buzzing ring and sounds of busting, obliterated plastic. 


My momentary pleasure at the destruction dissolved faster than it formed. My gruesome grin melted. 
Emptiness filled me. A hot, searing guilt began to eat at my mind. 


| studied the broken pieces of the phone, the scattered plastic numbers, the vibrant colored wires, the 


shattered black casing, swaying on my feet, my vision blurry from liquor and a sudden flow of tears. 
| felt cold | felt alone. | felt nothing and everything. 


| dropped to my knees, my arms hugging my torso, my body shivering, my mind reeling and simultaneously 
numb. 


There was one cure for this. One cure only. 


| rubbed my aching, bruised arms, flinching, blinking through the silent tears that fell, knowing | was running 
out of supple, easily-penetrated veins, a dismal hopelessness in my heart. I'd dug and dug, searching for a 
flashback. The blood would spray my face, but I'd never wince. It just was part of it. Part of my temporary 


heaven, all of my unmoving hell. 
| was lost. | wanted Duff, but My Duff was a mess. My Duff was broken. Because of me. 
It was back to the black room. Back to the darkness, back to the false safety. Back to the sting, the warmth, 


the relief, but through it all, guilt. The blood was invisible there, but my shattered, fucked up reflection was 


not. 


Three lights and three darks passed, | think. It had been a while. It had to be because | hadn't hardly moved. | 
was with the snakes now, in their room, five empty bottles, multiple empty cigarette packs, a shotgun by my 
side, and massive retics surrounding me. 


And they were coming. 


| hadn't seen them in years, but | could hear them. | could sense them. | knew them, and they knew me, and 


they were coming for me. 


| heard them cackling as they hid in the shadows, clicking as they prowled their prey, me, teeny, tiny, little 
trios of red dots trying to target me before I'd grab the gun and they'd disappear. 


"They're not real, they're not real," | repeated over and over to myself as | hid in the darkness, crouched low 
behind a shield of fake foliage, my head in my hands as | attempted to rock myself to calm. "They're not 
fucking real. Get a hold of yourself! They're not real, they're not real.” 


But they were coming. | could hear them, their tiny boots stomping on the floor, a minuscule army of millions 
coming to take me away, to shoot at me with their tiny rifles, their rubbery dreadlocks and masks obscuring 
their faces. | could never hide from them. They always found me, pouring in through the windows, the doors, 


any small crack or gap they could weasel their bodies through. 

And they were coming. Today. 

| clutched the shotgun to my chest, swallowing in fear. Sweat coated me as | trembled in terror, my back 
pressed to the wall near the door where | was slumped on the floor, ready to fling it open, ready to attack at 
any given moment. 


Footsteps could be heard through the thunderous pounding of my heart in my ears, steady and cautious. 


They're looking for me. They know Im here. They know..they know.. No, no, no.. Fuck, go away! Go away! Please, go 


away! 

The steps continued, growing ever louder, but still wary, throwing tension in the air. 

| swallowed again, swiping the sweat from my brow with a shaking hand, closing my eyes and coaching myself 
to breathe. | stayed quiet. Absolutely, positively quiet. My life was on the line, and there was no way | was 
gonna let those little predator/alien fucks take me alive. 

"Slash?" 


A ray of hope beamed upon me, only to be snatched away in a wave of unbridled paranoia. 


No.. No, its not him. Theyre, they're using his voice to get to me. They know! They know what's going on.. They 
know how to get to me! Theyre using advanced psychological tactics to capture me. To kill me! 


My eyes darted frantically around the large spare room, to the two massive retics slithering upon the floor. | 
saw something wiggle in a shadow beside one, beautiful brown female with bright orange eyes, like little round 


flames in her head. 


| pushed myself against the wall, scrambling to my feet, my heart racing, my blood roaring in my ears and my 
hands so tight the gun shook in my grip. | panted with my fiery lungs, my eyes enormous with fear, watching, 


waiting, on edge. 


Her tongue flicked, and she suddenly let out a loud, long hiss, her body inflating as her head rose to the threat, 
to the little, wiggling, black dreadlock weaving its way from the shade. 


She knows. She's warning them. 

The army of footsteps stopped. The squirming dreadlock vanished back into the darkness. 
"Slash?" 

One step. Two more steps. An infantry in perfect sync stopping right outside the door. 
They're here.. They're here for me. They know! Fuck, fuck, fuck, no! 

My eyes were squeezed shut. The whiskey bottle was suctioned to my lips. 

Liquid courage. Over half of it ingested in seconds. 

"Slash? Are..are you--" 

| cocked the shotgun. 


Even in my terror the sound pleased me. It was intimidating and fear-instilling. Enough to make one of the 
enemies pause and shakily whimper, "S-Slash?" 


I'd stumped them. Now was my time to movel It was time for action! 


| spun so fast my heavy, greasy hair flew through the air. | threw the door open and thrust the gun right 
into the intruder's terrified face. | felt alive with alarmed adrenaline and dead with junk in my veins. | felt 
powerful, so powerful with my finger on the trigger, taking back my domain and defending my territory with 


my unrelenting, yelling command, my war cry, "Get the fuck outta my house!" 


Chapter Four: Breaking and Entering 


November, 199b. 


The night air was cool and crisp on my skin. The scratchy cement was smooth beneath my bike tires. | glided 
with no effort, my only real exertion to bring the bottle to my lips or scratch at the dried, pasty coke mine in 


my nose. 


It was fall in LA, | knew that much. Whether it be September, October, or November, | was unsure. Some 
trees were naked, massive sticks with no leaves while others were covered with bright orange and yellow, but 
all of them glowed eerily on the hazy light of the streetlamps, like they knew what | was up to. | ignored them, 
though. What fucking business was it of a tree to judge me? 


| breathed deeply, hardly able to inhale at all through the blockage of cocaine in my nostrils. So | drew in 
through my mouth, the air frigid to my numb tongue and dead teeth, almost freezing my throat in the 


process. 


It was refreshing to be away from that stuffy house, the dark prison where the walls threatened to collapse 


in on me. | was headed to a place | knew, to a place | loved, to a place | never went to when he was there. 
Home. 


For a while I'd been dropping by during times | knew it was vacant. | could spend time with Max, with Baby, and 
the dogs. | could sleep in my own bed, cuddling Duff's pillow, drifting off to a scent that | missed so intensely it 
invoked physical pain. | could soak in a bath that overflowed with memories, and it was the one place | could 


truly eat. 


| knew Duff's habits and routines, and sneaking allowed me to get things | needed in a covert manner. It allowed 


me closeness without risking feared interaction or rejection 


He was out on the road for a handful shows with the Neurotic Outsiders, so | had plenty of time to myself, 
only returning to my home in the wee hours of the indigo morning when the glaring sun had not yet climbed 


above the hills. 


My front tire bumped the lip of the curb because my bunny hop didn't quite clear it. | was distracted and 
excited, the coke in my system making me ecstatic. It didn't take me long to slip through the pedestrian gate in 
the walled fence, dragging my bike along with me up the steep incline of the driveway, my heart pounding wildly 
from drugs and emotions rather than actual exertion. 


| grinned joyously as | reached the apex of the hill, the large, curved drive with the lamp lights shining like a 
homing beacon upon the bricks and concrete. | threw my bike over the tall privacy fence that blocked the 
backyard, pulled my keys from my pocket, and quickly shoved in the house key, unlocking the door before | 


remembered that | still had Duff's key to my place. 


Upon removing the key from the lock | separated that one key, the stolen key, the one I'd taken to prevent 
Duff from seeing me in a way | didn't want him to. 


| frowned down at it, rubbing it contemplatively between my thumb and index finger, a downtrodden pang in my 
chest as | studied its bronze sheen in the silvery moonlight. | wondered if | should return it.make it 
mysteriously show back up on a spare key ring or perhaps just drop it on the kitchen counter. 


| was doing better, but | wasn't there yet. | had kicked, sure, but coke had taken the place of smack, and my 
liquor consumption was still sky high. | was up for days on end, drinking, snorting, hanging out with the snakes 
and trying to repair my disgusting house after months of heroin-induced neglect. | had appearances to make, 
and | made them, never talking to anyone, just showing up, playing, and leaving directly after, as per my 


seclusion. | still had to improve, and | knew it. 
| bit my lip and sank the keys back into the pocket of my leather jacket, my decision final. 
No. Not yet. 


| twisted the doorknob and the door opened to flickers of blue light from the TV illuminating the living room, 
the usual signal that the place was empty. 


Upon entering the house | was immediately bombarded by a small, furry horde. Thrilled barks boomed as three 
large dogs jumped me, tails wagging and eyes excited and shining. Even Chloe, who Duff and | joked transformed 
into an old maid since she had a litter of puppies a few years earlier, was overjoyed to see me, as if she 


hadn't just seen me the night before. 


"Hey, guys!" | was just as happy to see them as they were me, and my two hands were busy trying to pat all 
three heads at once. "Didja miss me? | was just here yesterday, you big dummies! Wanna go outside? Huh? 


Wanna go outside?!" 


Two excited boys, one old, one young, spun circles, thumping into the couch and coffee table, while Chloe, her 
muzzle severely greyed, merrily woofed, sat back on her haunches and pawed eagerly at my shoe, her tail 


sweeping the floor with energetic wags. 

| threw an exaggerated arm to the kitchen, towards the backdoor, urging, "Come on!" 

A chocolate and blonde blur took off like lightning, followed by Chloe, who, while perfectly happy, was content to 
stroll leisurely by my side the entire way to the door, then fight her way out, three dogs managing to 


squeeze themselves through a two-foot gap in the door, too impatient to wait for me to fully open it. 


| turned around to answer the call of deep, gravelly yowls, the needy sounds of Max, who'd thrown himself 


from where he was curled up on a seat in the kitchen to wind himself sinuously around my ankles. It wasn't 


but about thirty seconds of belly rubs and content purring later that he hopped from my arms and stood 
before the door, screaming at the top of his tiny tom cat lungs. 


| rolled my eyes, smiling, reaching out the slide the door open. "Yeah, yeah, | know, you weird ass dog-cat. Go." 


Max darted out in a streak of black, instantly making a beeline for Chloe, who was until then quite relaxed, 
splayed out on her belly on the cool concrete before Max headbutted her face and demanded her attention. 


| snickered as | watched the two. Chloe had always been something of an adoptive mother for both Sassy and 
Max, but oddly enough not so much Barney. Duff and | always figured it was because by the time he came 
along she'd already had her litter of pups and was in full old maid mode. She didn't have the patience for 
Barney as a puppy, but she still tolerated Max's needy bullshit, even in her old age. 


| chuckled amusedly at the sight of Chloe bopping Max on top of the head with her paw, as she liked to do 
when he got annoying, then spun around to drape my jacket over the back of one of the dining chairs before | 
got down to the first order of business. 


What was the first order of business? Digging my little baggie of stashed pot from the freezer to help 
stimulate my coke-suppressed appetite. 


This usually worked like a charm, and even after Duff getting sober he always allowed me to keep weed on 


hand. That, oddly (or thankfully) enough, didn't bother him. 
"Its just pot, Slash. The fuck am |, Nancy Reagan with her ‘war on drugs?" 


Years of shredding and rolling experience paid off, and | was halfway through a joint about ten minutes later, 
digging through the pantry for anything that looked appealing. | knew if | regularly raided the fridge Duff would 
know, but.. 


You know, it was the strangest thing, actually... 


| knew | had been away from home for a while..too long. But the pantry was still stocked with things | loved 
that | knew Duff didn't eat. Oreos, mac and cheese, all kinds of sweets, candies, and various junk foods. Fruits, 
too, but Duff could put away fruit like nobody's business these days. Sometimes things were even just left out 
on the counter, not put away, and I'd make off with them like a greedy, starving food bandit in the night. 


| wondered if he noticed his foodstuffs dwindling from time to time. He had to, because every time | made off 
with something it was replaced upon my return. That or else he was comfort eating, which | could believe. He 


had every reason to comfort eat. 


| shook my head and pushed that thought aside, though, helping myself to a can of counter raviolis that didn't 
taste too bad despite the chemical glaze of cocaine over my tongue or the Jack and pilfered Coke | washed 


them down with. 


That was another thing, too..there were sodas constantly in the fridge, and Duff was adamant about his water. 
That's all he fucking drank anymore was water. His trusty water bottle never left his side, so the excess of 
sodas was weird to me, but | didn't question it. 


| threw my ass on the comfortable, familiar couch and stuffed my face, the first warm, welcome food I'd had 
since the night before so pleasing to my stomach. | even found out that HBO was playing Jurassic Park that 
night, and settled in to watch it before all the shitty softcore porn aired. 


As much as | loved the movie, it made me sad, too. That was a memory | ached to recall, even if it was 
humorous: Me quite literally dragging Duff to watch it about six times while it was in the theatre, then 
wearing the tape out shortly after | bought it. | ran him fucking ballistic with my blabbering, pointing out 
inaccuracies, spouting dino facts here, there, and everywhere, and just generally drove him nuts with excess 


dinosaur knowledge. 


Still, even as shitty as our situation was, it made me smile, though a bit painfully. Not to mention | cracked up 
at the guy getting shot in the face with corrosive dino spit, even if that portrayal grossly deviated from the 


actual Dilophosaurus' anatomical profile. 


| made sure to wash my bowl and spoon, and even put them away after | was done to ensure a sense of 
untouched air for Duff's return. | figured he'd be back tomorrow afternoon, so | could take my time and lounge 


around for a while until it was time to switch myself back to Operation Gym Routine during the day. 


It was wonderful being back home at night, to sleep in my own bed, to be with our animals, read our massive 


collection of books, and hang out in a space that was familiar. 


That didn't counteract the loneliness, though. Or the fact that | felt like | was breaking and entering when | 
really wasn't. Or that | felt awful because | was still going behind Duff's back, sneaking around for a sense of 
home and dodging him every step of the way. 


It wasn't fair. It probably wasn't cool, either, but | yearned for a sense of closeness, even if it was false. 
While | was home, sure, Duff wasn't there with me, so | always had an emptiness, a void left unfilled. 


Sometimes when | was really drunk | tricked myself into thinking he was there. He went to bed early and woke 
up early, so | would always lay down with him until he fell asleep, then continue my usual nighttime routine. 
Most of the time I'd read, pluck out stuff on my acoustic guitar, sometimes crank out a few levels on Mario 
or lose a few hours on my pinball machines, whatever mood struck me, but since I'd been sneaking in I'd just 


keep drinking and drinking, and it fucked with my senses and memory. 


| was home. It felt like old times. And when he was gone overnight | would find myself turning off the lights in 
the house. I'd climb the stairs and open the door to the bedroom, seeing the bed empty upon its low, opening 


creak. 


Then I'd remember. Then I'd hurt. Then I'd crawl in, bereft and alone into a cold, empty bed and pretend his 
pillow cuddled to my face was him. Sometimes it worked and my imagination would suffice. Sometimes | just 
cried, clutching it to my chest, my thumb stroking it as if he were actually in my arms, right beside me, just 
like when | wasn't a fuck up, a shady motherfucker trying to find peace in turmoil, without balls to call or 


otherwise communicate to let him know | was okay. 


Jurassic Park was over before | knew it, and | let the dogs and Max in sooner than | normally would just to 
soothe my creeping loneliness. | knew they adored running in the cool air, but | didn't want to be alone, and 


their company was always welcome because of who they reminded me of. 


| stretched myself out on the couch, mindlessly flipping through channels, searching for something, anything 
interesting to take my mind from the dark paths it had taken. Alas, there was hardly anything to be found, so 


| settled for a crummy Tupperware infomercial, watching with blank, unseeing eyes while my mind roamed. 


It felt like hours of twisted thoughts, of itching for coke that | failed to bring with me, and this feeling of 
crawling uneasiness that | turned my head to the floor at the sound of a soft canine whine and a gentle prod 


of a wet nose on my arm. 


Chloe raised a paw and gently placed it on the couch beside me, resting her head in the crook of my elbow, 


her large brown eyes locked on me, like she was concerned. 


It wasn't the first time she'd done this since I'd been sneaking in. It happened every night. Every time | got.. 
Well, there was no other word for it. Anxious. And | knew that's what it was because she'd do it to Duff, too. | 
couldn't tell you how many times he'd be laid out right where | was, and Chloe would climb up on the couch, 


just like she did that night, and rest her head on his belly, nudging his hand to pet her. 


And | did. It was calming to have her near me. She was like a little piece of Duff himself. The two were 
inseparable, and even with her sad, worried eyes she soothed a pained, dark beast inside me, one that nagged 
me, one that called to me and laughed at me each time | was here. She was like my little, furry light in all this 
fucked up, convoluted bullshit | was pulling, and she didn't even know it. 


But as | laid there, the weight over her head on my belly and her warm body wedged between my leg and the 
back of the couch, | began to relax, even through the subdued paranoia, even though being wired on coke. 


Before | knew it | had pet that yellow, greying head for so long I'd fallen asleep. 


| had been running and running and running, unable to hide, unable to break away from the horde pursuing me. 
An inescapable darkness was closing in on me. | was trapped in a maze, an ancient mansion of unending doors, 


stairs, and black halls that led to nowhere. 


My heart thudded so fast my chest ached with shooting pains. | clutched at it, my lungs burning as | fought 


for breath, exhausted, helpless, and quickly coming to the realization I'd soon be dead. | couldn't run much 
longer. The muscles in my legs were seizing, and even the smallest step was agony. Not only from the pain, but 


because every move | made was like swimming in quicksand. 


The alien predators were coming to get me again. They had me cornered, shut in a room with no means of 


escape. No window, no way out besides the locked door I'd come through. And | knew they'd soon find me. 


| was terrified, my pounding heart in my throat, my hair glued to my face, sweat pouring from me as | 
quivered in fear and pleaded, "No! Just let me go! Leave me alone! I'll give you anything you want, just go 


away!" 


| had been saying those words for days, it seemed. The assault was unending. Their stamina was unbeatable. | 


was as good as gone. 


A cackle, gnarled and sinister, straight from the depths of hell shook the room, and | cowered beneath it, 
covering my head with my arms as if it were a massive thunderclap overhead, tearfully begging to no avail, 
"Please just.just leave me be! | don't know what you want, l.l don't know what | did! Just.just.stop.." 


Tendrils of shining tar seeped beneath the bottom of the door, the tiny army forming from it. Little orbs of 
obsidian hopped free, spinning in the air to sprout limbs and heads, transforming into the little hunters, the 


minuscule ones that would overrun me and take my life. 


The evil laughter boomed again, and my fingers clawed at the walls. | cried out in pain as my nails were ripped 
apart by the sheet rock that remained unscathed, my skin peeling back to reveal bare bone, the yellowed joints 
tinted a red, rusty hue and scraps of flesh dangling from my destroyed hands. Everything was working against 
me. My bloody hands tore at the pristine walls that refused to give, my feet were sore and aching from 

kicking at them, finding them hard as concrete, and the floor behind me was flooded with a legion of predators, 


the combined sound of their chuckles like a chorus of roaring demons as they trained their guns on me. 


"This is your price," they said in horrifying unison, masks removed to show those gaping, gruesome faces. "This 


is your punishment. You didn't honestly think you could get away from it, from us did you?" 

"No, |, l--" | stuttered aimlessly, beating the walls with my broken, bloodied fists until | collapsed in terror, 
shielding my face, the blood on my ruined palms boiling, hotter than the tears on my skin. "I didn't know.. | 
didn't want this! | didn't wanna hurt anybody, or him, | just." 


"Liar," the voices hissed, making me wail and tremble in unimaginable fear. "You're a liar. And a traitor. And a 


coward." 


"No." My voice wept, heavy with doubt and whimpering with utter desolation. "No, I'm not. l. | just want to be 
okay. Can't you see? Can't you see, | can't. can't be like this.. Not for him.. | can't... [tll kill him.. Us.” 


"Craven junkie" 


"No." 

"Spineless fraud" 

"Nol No, I'm not!" 

The scream ripped from me so hard | bolted upright on the couch, nearly catapulting Chloe to the floor. 


| slapped my hand over my pounding heart and dragged my fingers through my sweat-soaked hair, frantically 


searching the farthest, darkest corners of the room for the marauding intruders. 


There was nothing to be found. Nothing at all but the four pairs of eyes that stared at me, watching me 
desperately gulp for air through my throat, so sore it felt torn | inspected my shredded hands and found 
them in tact, just as they should be and always were. 


| drug my palms over my face, feeling it slick with perspiration and tears. | purposefully focused on my 


breathing, slowing it so | could calm my palpitating heart. 
That wasn't the first nightmare | had, and | didn't think it'd be my last, either. 


| gently pushed Chloe from me and apologized, giving her a pat on the head before | swung my feet to the 
floor and rested my elbows on my knees, hanging my head and cradling it in my hands. Even my shirt was wet 
with sweat, and | peeled it from my skin as | lit a cigarette, attempting to get a grip the best | could. 


| kept wiping my brow, quietly murmuring, "Fuck..fuck.." beneath my breath and shaking my head, my skin stil 


Tingling with alarm, my hairs on end. 

Then | heard a sound. A loud, booming, whirring, metal, mechanical sound that | knew very well. 

The garage door. 

This time my, "Fuck!" was largely audible, panicked and truly terrified as | shot up, smashing my half-smoked 
cigarette in the ashtray and fumbling the remote to return it to its proper channel Duff always left on for 
the dogs. 

| felt myself pale with fear. My eyes felt as if they'd bulge from their sockets and | scrambled to pick up 
everything in the living room, my Jack, the soda can, my smokes, lighter, and cup I'd been drinking from, and 


dispose of them as quickly as | could. 


By the time I'd thrown everything away, rinsed the cup and managed to chuck it into the cabinet, the car door 
boomed, and my heart dropped. 


| didn't have time to make it all the way out the backdoor, | knew that. | cast my eyes around the kitchen and 
saw the only option | had as the dogs began to go berserk, as they usually did at the sound of their owner's 


arrival. 


| threw myself into the pantry and hoped like hell the slatted doors wouldn't betray my concealment. | could 


see out, but | wasn't entirely sure if Duff could see in. 


It was at that moment, just a split second before | heard the door to the garage creak open then click shut 


that | managed to catch a glimpse of the time on the stove: 3:30 AM. 


| frowned, quiet as a fucking church mouse, at the odd hour. It was late as hell. What the fuck was Duff doing 
home already? Usually if he had a late departure he'd wait until the morning to head home. 


| couldn't entertain the thought for long. Seconds later | heard that familiar chuckle and happy, playful greeting 
of, "Hey guys! Didja miss me? Aww, | missed youl Yes, | did, | missed the hell outta youl Yeah, and you, too, 
Maxi-Pad, you needy little shit! Have you been good? Huh? You guys been good while I've been gone?" 


From my narrow vantage point | could make out him rough housing with them a little, roughly patting their 


sides, and always, always using a gentle hand with Chloe. 


| smiled at the sight, a real smile such as | hadn't had in months. | liked the little moments | could catch Duff 
doing cute things, but this gave a whole new meaning to eavesdropping. This was just.. | don't even know what 


you'd call it. Creepy, almost. 


"Wanna go outside?" Duff said with throaty glee, like he always did to stir them to excitement. "Come on! Let's 
go outside!" 


Again there were furry blurs, but Chloe hung back this time, glued to Duff's side since she hadn't seen him in 


nearly two weeks. 


| pressed myself to the shelves as he walked by, sucking in my gut and holding my breath, as if itd make me 


more invisible. 


He tried to get Chloe to go out but when she refused he turned around, shrugging nonchalantly, striding over 


to the fridge to crouch down and pull out a non-alcoholic beer. 


| heard it crack open with a fizz of carbonation, then he disappeared into the living room, only to reappear 


moment later with a stack of mail to sit down at the kitchen table and sort through, just like he always did. 


| took a chance to take in his outfit. He'd shed the leather jacket, shoes, and black scarf in the living room, and 
looked pretty comfortable in black jeans and a black wife beater. | thoroughly admired the way the tank top 
showed off his muscles and tattoos, especially since | hadn't seen him in so long. Liking wife beaters on him was 


nothing new for me, but his toned physique was showcased in them, everything from his strong arms, to his 


rapidly-bulking chest, to his narrow waist was perfectly framed, and the only thing better to me than Duff in 
a wife beater was Duff buck naked on the bed. Fuck it. Buck naked anywhere! 


A bloom of warmth blossomed in my chest at his appearance and routine, even if it was a little off because it 
was nighttime instead of the usual afternoon mail time, but then chill of terror rooted itself down my spine 
when he stopped dead in his tracks, his mouth dropping when he saw what was draped over the back of one of 
the dining chairs. 


My jacket. My fucking jacket! How the fuck could | have forgotten it?! 


| wished | could incinerate on the spot. The horror | felt from the nightmare was no where near the waking 
terror that crawled my skin as | watched one of his fingers raise to flick on the light switch, his mouth 


silently forming my name, the expression of his face questioning, maybe even hopeful. 

His bare feet made no sound as he slowly walked toward the table, that confused expression fixed He paused 
before it, tucked a strand of relaxed, brushed blonde hair behind his ear and dropped the stack of mail to the 
table, slightly cocking his head and again mouthing my name. 

He reached out, his hand uncertain, as if my jacket would dissolve into mist upon his touch. 

It didn't. And as he picked it up a look of pain consumed his features, deepening the lines on his tired face. 
"Slash," he said, a whisper, a prayer. 

His hands shook minutely as he clutched the jacket in his hands, then raised it to his face. 

| wasn't sure if his tense expression relaxed or intensified as he inhaled my scent, but | wished | could teleport, 
or at the very least grow the balls to tell him | was there, that | was nearer than he ever could've imagined, 
especially when he looked around the room, a room he saw as empty, like he'd find me hiding, waiting to jump 
out and scare him like | loved to do. 

| could've, but it wouldn't have been right. It didn't feel right. At that instant | felt like an intruder, terrified 
and locked in the pantry, afraid to breathe, afraid to move, afraid to exist as | watched him hug my jacket, a 
dismal sigh leaving him, his eyes closing, a tear shining on his cheek. 


Slowly, ever so slowly he turned, pivoting to face the aged pup beside him. 


"Why didn't you tell me he was here?" He inquired, as if she'd answer in return instead of tilting her greying 
head. 


He glanced down at the jacket again before pressing it to his heart, drawing a long, deep breath. He closed his 


eyes, whispering, "I knew it.. | knew he's been here. God, Chloe, | miss him. | miss him so much." 


He moved to pull the chair from the table and sit down, jacket still held to his chest, silent in thought. The air 


was heavy with emotion, the stillness so gnawing that even | felt it though my horror. 
But Chloe had another idea. 
| watched, silent and petrified, as she ambled over to the pantry, whining before it. 


Duff turned around, bags the likes of which | hadn't seen since his hospitalization beneath his eyes, which were 


red with sadness. "What?" 


She whined again, louder this time, pressing her nose to one of the doors. The one | happened to be directly 


behind. 


| controlled my breathing since | couldn't control my panicking heart. | was glad Duff didn't have a dog's hearing 


or else | would've been completely fucked. 
"What, baby girl?" he frowned, his eyes raising to study the door. "What's wrong?" 
He spun around, craning his neck to check the food bowl across the room. "You've still got food.” 


Again she whined, scratching lightly at the door with her paw. She turned her head back with another insistent 


whine that pierced the silence. 
Duff seemed like he was giving it some thought, his eyes roaming along the height of the door. 


| closed my eyes, suppressing the trepidation sizzling my skin, battling the all-out urge to break down and start 


screaming in fear. 
No, no.. Dont check, Duff Please, please dont open this door.. 
"C'mere. Sit down There's nothing you need in there, silly girl." 


My eyes opened when | heard the clicks of dog toenails retreating from before me, and | hushed my nasal 
release of stale, pent-up breath. 


| stood there for eons as | watched, unmoving, utterly silent, Duff completely oblivious that | was right there, 
trapped, desperate to communicate and too big of a pussy to. He sorted through the mail, muttered to 
himself, sipped from his non-alcoholic beer, and sat things aside in a "Slash pile," every now and then lowering 


his arm to scratch at Chloe's ears. 


He was holding my mail for me, apparently, which struck me as really sweet. IT was mostly magazines, anyway. 
| knew he'd throw out the junk mail, which was the only thing | received besides the copious amounts of 


assorted mags because | had another address and other people to help with fanmail, and when he was done he 


threw everything but the bills away, and opened a cabinet to heap the few glossy booklets upon a surprisingly 
massive stack of magazines already dominating a shelf below where we'd once kept an impressive collection of 


shot glasses. 

| was damn near four o'clock, a mere two hours before his usual waking time when he yawned and stretched, 
rubbing his tired eyes. The backdoor slid open, a plethora of pattering paws thundered into the house, 
skittering on the tiles, and he wished everyone goodnight, just as he always did. 

When he turned to exit the kitchen, he paused, looking over my jacket, wistfulness hazing his gaze. He picked it 
up from the table and eyed it thoughtfully, his thumbs lightly stroking over the lapels. He forlornly sighed, 


hugging it to his chest, and searched the room again, the look of desolation clear in his eyes. 


Suddenly the phone rang, cruelly piercing the sad silence. Thankfully both of us gasped, so he didn't hear me 
when | startled, jumped, and knocked over a box of Wheaties that | hit my head on. 


In three long strides be was before the phone, eyeing the Caller |D, and he didn’t look too pleased with who 


was calling. 
"What the fuck.. It's four in the morning," he frowned, looking down to Chloe, ever present. "Why's she calling?" 
She? Who's "she?" | scowled to myself. Sister, maybe? 


Duff seemed uneasy. Very, very uneasy. Again and again the phone rang, and he seemed to be arguing with 


himself in his head, incessantly wringing my jacket in his restless hands, nervous on his feet. 

"Fuck it," he huffed, then finally picked up. "Hello?" 

| pressed my face as close to the door as | could without opening it, my eyes glued to him, scrutinizing every 
bit of his body language, which was guarded and uncomfortable, arms crossed the best he could, shifting from 


foot to foot, eyes constantly roaming the room. 


"Hey, yeah. No, it's, it's okay. | just got home. Fixing to go to bed, so.. No, its cool, ya know. No, you know, |. 
actually wanted to, um, talk to you about that.” 


He swallowed hard and scratched at his temple. The only way | could describe the expression on his face was 


guilty, absolutely, thoroughly guilty as he looked down at my jacket, his face pale and sickly. 


"Uh, |, uh.. tm sorry, but, uh... |, | can't, you know. | don't mean to come off like an asshole, | just... |, | can't. 


Thanks, ya know, for dinner and stuff, but.” 
He raised the jacket to the side of his face, shifting away from the phone to disguise a sniffle. 


He returned to the receiver, his voice falling off into a gravelly, shattered oblivion, "My heart's still elsewhere. 


l'm sorry." 


A terrible, inescapable, crushing weight hit me as his words sank in. My mouth dropped in inconsolable disbelief. 
My face collapsed in profound agony. It was like someone had sucked all the joy and color from my world, 
leaving it dull, lifeless, and cold. 


Wha-what? N-no.. 


"No, | appreciate the dinners, the dates, hangin’ out and stuff, but," his left hand rose as he supported the 
phone with his shoulder, and the fingers of the hand once holding it gingerly, pensively, rubbed at the band on 
his ring finger, "I can't do this." 


My fingers clasped over my aghast lips. Tears viciously stung my eyes, and | burned. | burned all over like | 
was chained to a blazing pyre with a mixture of emotions | couldn't begin to sort through from my helpless, 


forced vantage point. 
There..there’s someone else? |. | cant.. What? W-why? 


| bit my lower lip when | felt a sob well in my throat, pressing my hands to cover my mouth which threatened 


to burst into heartbroken weeping. 


| wanted to stampede through those doors and demand answers. | want to scream and wail at the top of my 
legs, throw things across the room, enraged, anguished, devastated, my heart pierced with a blade the likes of 


which I'd never before experienced. 

| didn't understand. l.. | couldn't even conceive the idea. It didn't make sense. It.. It didn't seem possible. 

| tasted the metallic blood upon my tongue by the time he hung up the phone, just in time for it to ring again, 
for him to curse and groan and heave a sighing sob whose meaning | couldn't make out because | was too busy 
attempting to muzzle my own. 

The back of his hand swiped the side of his teary face and he peevishly murmured through his croaky 
emotion, "Fucking great. The fuck do you want, Axl?" seconds before he answered with a much politer, collected 
tone, "Hello?" 


He seemed more agitated with this call, snippy, his body language tense. 


"What? No, I'm about to go to bed. Well, ya know, | told ya you can't be calling this late anymore. The only 


reason l'm awake is ‘cause | just got hore." 


His face was an angry scowl but it suddenly softened, weakening to a vulnerability | hadn't seen that night. He 


glanced down to my jacket, which was draped over his arm, his expression pained, shamed, yet still hopeful. 


"|, | haven't heard from him or seen him, but.. But his jackets here. He's..he's been here. What? Ax, don't-- No, 
don't say shit like that, okay?" 


A sinister shadow consumed his face, and the fury that had previously melted renewed. 


"No, | don't give a fuck that he quit the band, what he said, or anything like that. It's irrelevant, and it ain't got 
shit to do with me, okay? That's between you two. Don't-- Don't call him that, okay? Don't fuckin’ do that shit; 
| won't stand for it. No. No, | called it off. Why? What do you mean, ‘Why? Because | didn't like it. | wasn't 
comfortable with it. | didn't really care for her anyway, and.. No, | don't think waiting for Slash makes me an 
idiot. You know, Axl, | don't care what he did, and | don't care if that makes me a pussy. | already feel bad 
enough l.. Dude, no. Seriously. Stop. | don't care what you'd do. /m not you And its none of your fuckin’ 


business, anyway. Yeah? Yeah, fine. Whatever." 
The phone was hung up with an aggressive, pissed off slam and a heated, guttural growl to match. Duff 
swelled with rage, a few of his exposed shoulder muscles tensing, but it was released in a long, controlled 


breath. 


He shook his head, rubbed at his temples and sighed. He peered down at Chloe, who had laid down and rested 
her head on her paws, nervously watching and listening to Duff practically yell over the phone. 


"C'mon," he slightly jerked his head to the living room, his voice gentle, "s'go to sleep." 


There was bile creeping up my throat by the time the house was dark and silent. Though I'd heard and 
understood both conversations, | was sick with images that floated to the surface of my mind. 


All these years and | never.. | never thought Duff would.. | couldn't even say it. | could hardly even think it. 

| was desperate to get out of that house, eager and ill with cold sweats and vomit that needed expelling, but 
for some reason | waited. | waited just a while longer. | waited, then | snuck to the living room, retrieved a pad 
and pen, and scrawled down a note. 


Coming home soon | promise. | love you. Im sorry. Please forgive me. 


Yours if you'll stil have me, 
Slash 


| don't know why | did it. | couldn't confront him and had no intention to in the near-near future, yet he sees 
someone else, stops, and now | feel the need to stake a claim when it had been forever since I'd had any 


semblance of communication with him? 


| was pissed. | felt betrayed and like | wasn't worth a damn thing. | was furious because he couldn't even 


fucking wait for me to get my shit together! 


It hasnt been that long, has it? Have | done something? Have | not done something? Im fucked up--he knows that! 
He knows | dont want to put him in harm's way and that's why | disappeared! What the fuck is going on?! Why..why 
would he.. 


| hardly had time to place the note where | knew he'd find it, right beside the coffee pot, before | threw 
myself out the sliding door and puked acidic, disgusting raviolis and Jack and Coke all over the back patio. | 
heaved and | heaved until there was nothing left, until | splattered the concrete with phlegm and mucus and 
tiny rocks of coke that had dripped down the back of my throat that I'd swallowed, hugging my churning 
stomach, gagging, fighting for air and unable to find it, falling to my knees and rocking to soothe my sickness, 
but | couldn't linger. 


| bolted like a gazelle who'd caught wind of a predator, my shoe catching the slick pile of vomit, sending me 
skidding into the grass where | caught myself and hauled ass to my bike. | threw it over the fence and 
scrambled over like a cat burglar, ignoring the massive scrape that tore down the center of my back as my 


shirt caught on a plank and | dangled momentarily before breaking free. 


| pedaled. | pedaled and pedaled like my life depended on it, like | was actually running away from the monsters 
in my nightmares and hallucinations, my tears freezing on my face, frigid and shivering from the night air that 


had gotten exponentially colder since my arrival at home. 


| had rode so hard and fast my house appeared before me in a handful of minutes. | didn't have my keys since 
I'd left them in my jacket, but that didn't matter. | had a secret key stashed beneath a paving stone in the 


backyard, and | had the phone in my hand and a dealer on the way in seconds. 


He was shocked when | answered the front door, threw the money in his hand, and snatched the shit right 


from him, complete with a bag of clean rigs, before | slammed the door in his face. 


| darted to the black bathroom, my sanctuary, to the darkness and closeness and little red light that signaled 
relief, lighter, spoon, cotton, and everything in hand. | shut the door. No light could be allowed. Nothing, nothing 
at all that resembled a ray of hope could touch this room. 


| could smell it, sickly sweet as it sat in the heated spoon. The motherfucker didn't have the good shit | 
wanted, that'd nearly instantly dissolve, so I'd have to settle. 


| watched, mesmerized, fighting the heartbroken nausea as the flame gently licked the underside of the silver 
metal, scorching it, turning the pristine, shiny surface black with soot. 


My hands shook. My brain was on overdrive. | dropped my little poof of cotton in the mix, finding it nearly 
impossible to halt the shake long enough to draw the liquid into the syringe. 


| had the belt around my arm, the leather so tight my newly healed veins bulged. | grit the leather between 
my teeth, prodded at a vein that seemed a likely candidate, and lined up the needle. 


But then | stopped. 


This had never happened before. | never, ever hesitated. | loved the feeling of shooting up. | loved the 
excitement that lead to it, almost akin to sexual arousal. It turned me on, the entire ritual, but that night 


something was different. 


| met my own reflection in the brand new mirror, my bared teeth glaring around the black leather, my eyes 


lost, searching my own gaze. 
| hardly recognized who | saw. 


It was the first good look I'd had of myself since before arriving home after the tour. Skeletal was the only 
way to describe me. Thin cheeks, hollow, dark eyes, my usual caramel faded for pallid paleness. Even my 


collarbones protruded abnormally. 


| stared down at my arm, the tracks finally faded, all the evidence of digging, of constantly fighting to find a 


usable vein gone but for two or three tiny, ropey scars, nary the size of cigarette burns. 


| exploded in rage. The belt flew across the dim room and clattered against the door before it flopped to the 
floor. The bindle, the entire bindle, and small spoon, cotton, rig, and everything, every little thing was thrown 


into the toilet and flushed with a roar of furious frustration, grief, and sadness. 


The new mirror was no more, shattered beneath the force of my fist. | threw the door open so hard | knew 
the knob had left a gaping hole in the sheet rock. | didn't want to ruin the work that had already been done on 
the house, so | went to a spare room, to a nearly empty one devoid of nothing but ruined, stained, bloodsoaked 
carpet, and a lamp. | added bloody fist prints to the wall, smeared hand prints scrawled alongside rust-colored 
sprinkles and arches from veins | had utterly destroyed in my attempts at a high. 


| yelled and screamed until | was hoarse and sore, and shattered the one lamp in the room to shards. | dented 
the walls, and when my hits broke through | ripped the drywall clean off, exposing the wooden studs and 
flinging the busted sheets across the room. A corner of the carpet loosened after | yanked away a hunk of 
wooden baseboard, but before | hand the chance to tear it up the tiny nails in the wood lacerated my side as | 


tried to throw it behind me. 


"Oww! Fuuuck!" My howl of pain was a sizzling hiss, but not as hot as the pain surging through my veins, 
concentrating in my heart. 


Tepid blood dripped down my protruding ribs and soaked into my jeans as my bloodied hands tore at the carpet, 
dragging the heavy flap backwards until the old wooden floor was exposed, years of dust, dirt and grime 


accumulated on its once glossy surface. 


| needed more things to break. | needed more things to destroy. | needed more things to obliterate, to help ease 


the hurt and confusion and profound sense of utter desolation | felt. 


But not just that. Anger. And while | was upset with Duff, | was even more pissed at myself. 
| collapsed in a heap on the exposed hardwood, my head in my slick, bloody hands. | rocked, curled in a ball, my 
face pressed to my knees, my arms hugging my legs to my chest, bitter, infuriated sobs tearing from my 


sore throat, shaking my entire body. 


| had gone searching for a sense of home, a sense of comfort, but returned with nothing more than questions, 


fears, and uncertainty. 


| stayed in that room all night, surrounded by the destruction I'd created, curled on my side, ceramic shards 
of the broken lamp beneath me, cruelly biting into my flesh. 


It was prophetic in a way, wasn't it? 


Back in that pantry | couldn't fathom why Duff would stray, why he wouldn't wait for me. | couldn't understand 


what would possibly possess him to look elsewhere. 


But, in a mess of my own doing, in a created chaos of my own two bloody hands, | knew. | didn't condone it. | 
didn't accept it or excuse it. But | knew. 


Liar. 

Coward 

Traitor. 

Selfish motherfucker. 

Craven junkie. 

Spineless fraud 

The demons in my dreams were right. 

It was a long few weeks confined to my prison To the mess | had to clean, to the booze, to the coke | weaned 
myself from, days and nights sluggish and unending. Even though my heart still bled profusely from confusion 
and hurt and | had a thousand questions whirling within, | forced myself to improve. | had no choice. | was 
willing to take the risk of rejection in order to return to where | belonged, to make amends, and maybe get 
some answers | hoped wouldn't be too harsh, but in my mind | knew | deserved no sympathy, no understanding, 


no true explanation, though | yearned for it. 


| went without keys for a while, but that was okay. | was no longer afraid of the day. | could ride my bike to 


the store and come back with what | needed. | didn't eat much, but what | did put a bit of weight back on my 
frame. My clothes, while still loose, didn't dangle from me, flapping like a flag in a mad gust of wind. 


One day in late November, since time had begun having meaning once again, | was replacing the red light in my 
smack bathroom with a regular one, preparing a gallon of stark white paint to coat the walls before | had a 
flooring guy come in to replace the black tiles to black and white checkered, akin to an old school diner, though 
the design | had in mind was more of a 1920s thing, when | heard a knock and a single ring of the doorbell. 


| had the money to have the entire house remodeled, sure, and while | did hire contractors to totally overhaul 
the house this one room | wanted for myself, with the exception of the flooring. | thought of it as therapeutic, 


even with the shitty memories that came alongside it. 


| quickly made my way to the door, but when | answered it no one was there. It had only taken me about forty 
five seconds to reach it, so | thought that was a little strange. 


| looked around, searching for the source of the mysterious ding-dong ditch, but there was none to be found. 


Plus the tile guy was scheduled for an hour later, so it surely wasn't him. 


Before closing the door, | happened to glance down My eyes widened at what | found, and | smiled a little, a 
small glow of warmth coming to my heart. 


There was my jacket, neatly folded, my keys perched on top, even Duff's pilfered key remaining. Also a big 
plate of food and my own personal pecan pie to go along with it, as well as a note. 


Dont be much longer. Miss you lots. Happy Thanksgiving 


Love, 


Duff 


Chapter Five: A Not-So-Warm Welcome 


Author's Notes: 
Have | ever mentioned how much | hate moving? Well, | fucking hate moving! Glad it's fucking over! Decided to 
post this update even if the next one's only a few paragraphs in. Finally getting a little downtime, so hope to 


have another up soon. 


November 30, 199b. 


| didn't dawdle on returning home. | took care of arranging schedules with the contractors, gave ‘em the keys, 
told them that if they fucked with my animals or what little possessions | still had in the house they'd be dead 


and buried in a shallow grave, and made my decision. 


A part of me knew | was walking blindfolded into a mine field, but another part of me secretly, stupidly hoped 
for.. | don't know. A happy homecoming? 


That was fucking dumb, though. Completely fucking asinine. 


There was the case of the mysterious "She" that | wasn't looking foward to and had to pretend | hadn't seen 
hide or tail of the elephant-to-be in the room. If he actually fessed up to it, that is. Actually, | was still pretty 
fuckin’ upset about it and promised myself I'd try to keep my cool becouse | knew Duff felt guilty. Even as 


chapped as my ass was, | figured | could at least give him a chance to explain himself. 


| argued with myself about bringing a gift, too. Flowers, food, my head and possibly balls on a silver platter, 
but decided against it. | didn't want it to seem like, "lm the best gift you'll ever get," because even in my 
bullshit | knew that wasn't true simply because the last concrete date | could recall was mid-May when I'd 
arrived home a dopesick mess. | figured presents would be seen as asskissing in Duff's book after such a 
long..absence. It would do me more harm than good to show up with goodies and ask him to treat me like a 


fucking king | certainly was not, like he was the lucky one to have me back. 

| don't know. In all honesty | didn't know how | could pull this off. Especially knowing what | did about "She." 

| supposed I'd just have to go in, be honest, and keep my head. 

Jesus fucking Christ, | was terrified. 

Our houses weren't far apart so the drive over was only a couple minutes, but again | had that sense of 
dread upon seeing the entrance to the house as | pulled up. Gates to hell, just in a different way, and it was 


even guarded. In a corner of the front porch in a wooden chair sat a straw-stuffed scarecrow I'd bought a 


few years back as decoration for Thanksgiving, but his cheery, painted on grin looked more sinister than 


inviting. 


Duff must've missed me. He hated that, "Fucking creepy ass scarecrow. Its gonna come to life and murder us 
one day," and bitched every year when | pestered him to put it outside. Now | knew what he meant. That 
fucker gave me the willies now. 


| made sure to keep an eye on his shady ass while striding up to the front door.just in case. 


You know how when you're really fucked up or just really dreading doing something and want to get it over 
with and you're walking down a hallway and it just gets longer and longer, the door shrinking farther and 
farther away, sending you on this unending, arduous trek? Walking to the front door was somewhat like that, 
but it ended all too soon, and | wound up staring at the door bell, my brows pinched and my lip captured 


between my teeth. 


The wind was more wintry than autumnal, and it wildly blew my sagging clothes, making me shiver in the icy 
gusts. The nerves set in. Trepidation gnawed at my nearly-empty stomach, making me uneasy with nausea. | 
hopped on my toes a bit, mentally murmuring to myself, trying to psych myself up, but all | felt was 
something akin to emptiness, this vast, deep, cold hole within myself. 


| wanted nothing more than to be back here, to be back home, to be back with Duff, but. 

Fuck it Overthnking wont solve anything 

| rang the bell 

As usual, the thunderous booms of three dogs and the loud, gravelly meows of a dog-cat signaled the arrival 
of an intruder or friend, and that frigid sinkhole in my innards expanded and contracted when | heard Duff 


reprimanding them to quiet down and back away from the door. 


The lock clicked, and | felt queasy to the point of passing out. Even though it was a chilly fifty degrees outside, 
a bead of sweat crawled down the side of my throat and soaked into the neck of my t-shirt. 


The knob turned, the hinges creaked, and there he was, his head popped out between a small gap in the door. 
For a second a wide-eyed look blanched his face, like he couldn't believe what he was seeing, then a small, 
cautious smile tugged his mouth, but | could see the sadness, the guilt in it, even in the relief. 

| smiled in return, perhaps a little easier and more hopeful, but with very, very similar emotions. "Hey." 

"Hey." It was a breath through a grin a bit wider, the corners of his mouth still tight and slightly sagging with 
anxiety. He drew an inhale, a shallow one, a steadying one, and opened the door the rest of the way. "You 


wanna..you know?" 


He retreated a few steps so | could step inside, then promptly shut the door. 


| was instantly bombarded by an abundance of familiar scents: wood smoke from the blazing fire place, pine 
from a Christmas tree that was already up, though naked of decorations, coffee, probably a fresh pot, and 
apples with cinnamon The smells were warm and comforting, and took some of the edge off my ragged nerves. 


They were the scents of the holidays. 
| smiled again, but my happiness was fleeting because | knew what lay at hand. 


| turned around, my face troubled, my lips parting to apologize, but | met a chest to my cheek and arms 
around me, that chest trembling with a shaky breath, the embrace so strong it was painful, though | dared 


not complain as my arms closed around him. 


Nothing was said during that hug. It didn't need to be. | didn't need words to understand the strength of it, to 
decipher the meaning of why fingers buried in my hair to hold me nearer, or to unravel the mystery of an 


inhale that broke into a weak sob, a sound that was quickly hushed in favor of calm, controlled breaths. 
In that moment | felt tiny for a multitude of reasons, and not just because I'd dropped so much weight. 


missed you so MUCH, ina roke The silence, nis words slow, his exnales warm in my curls. | cou 
"| dy h," Duff finally broke the sil h ds slow, his exhal y curls. | could 


smell coffee on his breath, it had taken the place of vodka so long ago. "Im really glad you're here." 


"Me, too." | nodded into his chest, assuming the same honest, heartfelt cadence, droplets of guilt forming into a 


ripple inside me. "l. I'm sorry." 


He pulled back, but not far enough to completely release me. Our bodies didn't touch, but his hands were on 
my arms, and | could feel his warmth through my jacket. His eyes glanced away, to the floor, just for a second 
as he swallowed a lump in his throat, the same sickly expression consuming his visage that I'd seen the other 


night. 


"Yeah. Me, too. Um.." He looked away again, paling like he was about to throw up all over his bare feet and my 
shoes. "We.. We should..discuss some things." 


"0-- Okay." | tried to make it look like | hadn't clue what he was talking about. 


| think he bought it because he gestured a weak hand to the kitchen, his tone timid and worried, "You..you want 
some coffee? Somethin’ to eat?" He suddenly frowned with acute concern as he looked me over, the stress 


carved on his face. "You're skin and bones, Slash.. | got some leftovers or." 


"Didja make pie? Smells really good," | softly interjected, attempting to inject a tiny bit of light into what had 


was most certainly an extremely tense environment. 


"Not a pie," he managed a grin. A gentle one, but a real one. "Made a crumble, though. Apple, if you don't mind 


a little oatmeal." 


"Sounds great, actually," | smiled, that old, familiar fear returning to loom above me, instantly killing it. 


He nodded and headed into the kitchen while | shed my jacket and draped it over the back of the couch. | 
wasn't in his line of sight so | took a moment to anxiously squeeze the top of the couch cushion, hang my head 


and take a few concentrated breaths, trying not to bounce nervously on my toes. 


My mute internal pep talk didn't last long and | forced myself to enter the kitchen and sit down at the table a 
few seconds later, watching quietly as Duff prepared everything. While he looked cozy in his black sweatpants 
and long sleeve ensemble, his body language couldn't get any more uncomfortable, like he was walking on a bed 


of sharpened blades and risked grave bodily injury. 


Once mugs of fresh coffee, bowls of crumble still hot out of the oven, and an ashtray and its usual 
accessories were upon the table he sat down as well, passing me a spoon and trying to maintain an air of 


positivity, but it was quickly souring. 


He took a few bites that looked thoroughly unappetizing to him, and downed a few speedy sips of coffee, 
nervously looking me over, like he was afraid of me, like | would lash out and lop his head off at any given 
second. His cup dully clinked as he sat it upon the table, and he licked his lips uneasily. "It's... Its good to see 


you. Been a while. Wasn't expecting you so soon" 


"I know." | abashedly stared down at the slices of baked apples in the bowl, prodding at them with my spoon, 
my head hot with shame as if someone had lit a fire beneath my curls. "I just.. | was really fucked up, you 
know. And..and | was getting my shit together, cleaning up the house and stuff because things got.. | got really 
out of hand. | got the food, you know, the pie, my jacket, a couple days ago, and knew | needed to come home 


before | lost more than just time. Thanks for all that, by the way.’ 


"You're welcome," he inclined his head a single time. It was a rather short, curt gesture. He grabbed his mug 
again, | guess for a distraction, and drank, weaving his fingers together on the table upon setting it down. He 
cleared his throat, the sound surprisingly intimidating. "So, uh.. Six months, huh? Six months. And in all that 


time it never occurred to you to call, or leave a note until, like, two or three weeks ago?" 

So much for pussyfootin' around. 

While extremely nervous | had been enjoying my bites of crumble so much | managed to clear half the bowl. It 
was a taste of home, a taste of the holidays and fond memories, but now it just tasted like soggy paper bits 
with bland, old cinnamon turning to mush in my mouth. 


Now | reached for the coffee, to fumble with the handle and fiddle with it, my eyes lowered. 


"| guess." My eyes searched the table, the bowl of half empty crumble, almost anywhere but his unwavering, 
questioning gaze. It seemed my voice had been reduced to mere mumbles, "I just.. | just wanted to stay away. | 


didn't want to drag you down with me and expose you to it. Not until | got myself where | felt like | could be 


around you. The smack stopped in about two or three months, but coke took the place of it. And I, | couldn't 
put the bottle down, either. | didn't want to be around you, or have you see me like that.” 


"So you stole my key?" He frowned, his eyes squinting in suspicion. "Made it so | couldn't check on you. For six 
tucking months" 


"| did it for you," | very halfheartedly shrugged, peering up at him, the first hint of irritation sizzling in my 
stomach. "To protect you." 


"Phone ripped from the wall. Doors, windows, locked. No one but your dealer contacting you." | jumped when his 
hand slapped the table as he went to grab his smokes and ignite one. | was tingly with fear and suppressed 
frustration. 


"Axl pissed me off, so | destroyed the damn phone." | petulantly scowled, heat rising to my face. "And my 
dealer? The fuck do you know about my dealer?" 


A massive smoke cloud exhaled with irritable force prompted me to light my own cigarette. Duff was getting 


pissed, and so was |. 


Duff's gaze suddenly got stone cold, the same kind of chilly that gave me the impression he was looking 
through me. His eyes bored into me. They were the color of chaotic, violent, stormy seas, and nasty green 
skies that spawned tornadoes, and | had to look away, lest | be destroyed. 


"Your fucking ‘protection’ did nothing but put me in harm's way, Slash. For months | was fucking terrified 
wondering what the fuck happened to you since you essentially and very, very effectively cut me out of your 
life. It took me a while to call or hunt down your suppliers. Most of them are in the pen, as per their old 


ladies, but | did find the one guy in a fucking place | have no goddamn business being anymore." 


He paused to take a large inhale, pulling multiple times, exhaling a fork through his nose and dragging an 
agitated hair through his hair. "Didja know | look like a narc now, apparently? Crawled through a few drug dens, 
had guns and knives pulled on me multiple fucking times ‘cause | did exactly what you're not supposed to do: 
Ask questions. Saw a lot of shit | really, really wish | hadn't, plus | had to make sure | didn't accidentally come 
in contact with anyone's dirty fucking needles they left layin’ around, but eventually | found the motherfucker, 
and at least we both know him so | didn't get my ass jumped. Got his number, too, so if for any goddamn 


reason you didn't leave money out for him he could call me and let me know something was wrong." 


"And why the fuck did you feel the need to do that?" | suddenly saw red, all my defenses flying up like 


fortress walls. "You didn't need to get in my fucking business and go prowling around for my goddamn dealer!" 


"Apparently | didl" His voice raised with his every word and he lurched forward, his muscles coiled and tense. 
"How the fuck else would | know you were still alive? You wouldn't call, you wouldn't fucking write, but yet you 
were perfectly fucking happy to slink around the house while | was gone, which you didn't do a damn good job 
of since you left evidence of yourself everywhere! Oh, and not to mention you were perfectly fine to shove a 


loaded gun in my fucking face on our goddamn anniversary. Our fucking anniversary, Slash!" 


He slammed a hand on the table, the sound so powerful it was like he himself had stood up and decked me. He 
flew to his feet, the chair wobbling dangerously before it righted itself, and he paced before me like a caged 


lion, cigarette ablaze and hackles on end, threatening to explode. 


"What?" | hit my own feet out of sheer disbelief.and because | wasn't about to be a sitting duck. "What the 
fuck are you talking about?" 


Duff whirled around, more pissed than | had seen in ages, but beyond that was a sadness, a deep, black hurt 
the likes of which | knew he couldn't fabricate. | could feel it oozing into the air around us, darkening the 


atmosphere exponentially more than the blazing anger. 


He tried to look at me, but it was like he couldn't, like he was suddenly afraid of me. His gaze would dart back 
and forth from me, to the kitchen counters, and to the floor, and he blinked hard and often, unable to fight a 


shine of teardrops forming in his eyes. 


His blistering fury faded as he neared the table, his palms coming to rest on it and his head hanging, his 
regulated breaths breaking into jerky, shaky ones. He sank down into his seat, dropping like a stone. His hands 
shook like mad as he snuffed his cigarette and lit another, and it made me think of his time in the hospital. The 
last time he shook that bad he was damn near on his deathbed, but this, | knew, was a panic attack being 
fended off. 


Icy dread replaced the blood in my veins. When he said it | thought for maybe a second he was bullshitting me, 
trying to get a rise out of me, but that..that wasn't like Duff. He didn't just pull shit out of the blue and lob it 
at you in an attempt to hurt you. He was more cold facts and hard, ugly truths, and this, | quickly realized, 
with the clarity and foreboding of a man about to be sentenced to execution, was no lie, no made up story, 


nothing | could explain or escape from. 
|, too, sat back down, shrinking, waiting on pin and needles for the hammer to fall. 


"l" he began, the sound of the word almost like a gag in his throat, his gaze ever removed from me, his words 
painful to be spoken, "I hadn't seen you in over a month. You've never been gone that long. It's always been a 
couple weeks, maybe a month tops. This was nearly two, and l.. | started to get worried l'm used to you 


isolating yourself; I'm no stranger to that, but this..this was different. 


"I tried calling, you know, but | never made it through. | left messages, dropped by, tried to get you to answer 
the door. It's not like | could get in ‘cause you stole my key and | wasn't gonna force my way in, butbut that 
day, for some reason, the door was unlocked. So.. | don't know. | guess | was hopeful. Maybe | took it as a sign 


or somethin’. Like a dumbass." 


He paused, his cigarette quivering in his fingers and lips as he smoked, his eyes meeting mine for the briefest 


second before looking away, swimming with tears. 


| felt myself beginning to blacken and wither inside. 


‘|| went inside. And the house was a wreck, Slash. It was..it was fucking disgusting. It was like every filthy trap 
house we've been in, plus a zoo that never got cleaned. Blood, piss, puke, snake shit, fucking baggies, and bottles, 
and trash all over the floor, cigarette burns all over the place, and needles fucking sprinkled everywhere. But, 


but | kept going. | knew you were there. | could hear you talking to yourself, muttering. 


"So | just kinda stepped over everybody..the snakes, | mean. And |, | don't know how some of ‘em weren't dead 


just because..because.." 


He began to shake even harder, a sob breaking through his forced monotone recollection. His hands covered his 


face. His fingers parted, his shield fell, and he finally looked at me, his eyes shining, filled with terror and hurt. 


"You looked dead, Slash," the words were hardly a whisper. "When you came around the corner, | was just 
frozen. | heard the fuckin’ shotgun cock, and that's..that's a fucking intimidating sound to be on the receiving 
end of, and when | saw you | just.” 


He shook his head, again hiding his face. He drew a long breath, sniffling to calm himself so he could continue 
as | listened, numb and apprehensive, unable to take my eyes from him as if he were something horrifying | 
couldn't ignore. And | grew number, and colder, and more ashamed the more he talked because | saw 

everything play before my eyes, like a repugnant, disgusting movie scene | was being forced to watch. What 


had once been black and blank was now revived in vivid color, and my role in it was abominable. Unforgivable. 


"You threw the door open, put the gun in my face and told me to get the fuck outta your house. And.and for 
a minute | couldn't believe it. | threw my hands up," he mimicked the gesture before me now, eyes from me, 
tears freely flowing over his cheeks, "and | said, ‘Slash, it's.it's me. It's your Duff, and you didn't wanna hear it. 
Y-you put the muzzle damn near to my nose and said, ‘If you don't get the fuck outta my house, I'll blow your 
fuckin’ head off, and, and.. No, no matter how much | tried, ‘It's me! Its Duff! Slash! Slash, please.. you didn't 
snap. It didn’t click, and.. And you walked me backwards out of your house, the gun in my face and your finger 
on the trigger the whole time, just fucking skeletal, and wild. 


"You..you looked feral, Slash. Unshaven, unbathed, your eyes were fucking sockets and your cheekbones were so 
protruded. You had dried blood running down your arms in streams, and you were so..so skinny. | couldn't 
believe you'd dropped that much weight that fast and just how.just how far you were gone. And just that 
fast. 


"B-but you, you backed me out of the house, and when we got to the front door you told me that if | ever 


got anywhere near you again you'd fucking kill me. Then you slammed the door in my face." 


A thousand year old bone in the desert sands couldn't accurately describe how dry my throat was. A dead 


man's stare couldn't do justice to how | watched the scene unfurl before my mind's eye in living technicolor. 


| saw it all. Duff's hands flying into the air. The look of mortal terror on his face as | put the gun to it. | heard 
his pleas, his breaking voice, saw the tears of fear and confusion trickle down his face, but most of all | saw 


the look of loss, the visible, tangible panic that consumed him. 


"l, | Thought | lost you," he said after a prolonged silence. We didn't stir. We didn't move. We just stared, our 
eyes locked upon the cigarettes in our hands. "I.! freaked out. l.l almost fucking blew my sobriety. We've been 
through riots. We've had our share of fights with weapons pulled on us and been in numerous sticky situations, 
but..but I've never feared for my life more. l.l knew | was gonna die. | knew you were gonna pull that trigger, 


blow me to hell, then come to to find me dead on your floor. 


"And, you know. | couldn't sleep for days, weeks, months. | had constant nightmares. Panic attacks. Even my 
sensei noticed | wasn't giving my all like | normally do. | was taking hits, not guarding from blows, and looking for 
ways to. don't know. Get hurt? Release the pain since | couldn't drink, | couldn't get high, | couldn't do anything 
but let other people hurt me so that | forgot the hurt | felt when | was at home worrying. | quit school; | 
didn't register for the fall semester. | knew couldn't focus enough to pay attention or finish my work. All | 
could think about was getting that call from your dealer, or waking up to see the news over my morning cup 


of coffee. 


"And, and | had all these people asking questions. The same questions | was asking, and couldn't answer for 
them, much less for myself. People told me | shouldn't wait, though | wanted to, and | did. But..but months 
passed. Months and months of worry. Months and months of sleepless nights, and skipped meals, and black 


eyes and." 
He got that sick look again, as if he would pile the table with puke. 


"And a friend introduced me to someone. And | thought maybe I'd give it a shot. And | did. And it didn't really 
click. Didn't really work for me because my mind was always elsewhere. And | went out on the road, you know, 
with NO, and. had been wanting to break it off with her. It'd only been a couple weeks, but | 


wasn't.comfortable. And when | got home from tour your jacket was on the dining chair. 


"I figured you'd been coming and going from the house. Food was disappearing, your pot stash was being 
pilfered, and there were joint roaches that | knew for a fact weren't mine. Not to mention your brand of 
cigarette butts in ashtrays you forgot to empty, but.. But that jacket was concrete. It was something solid, 
something tangible, and when she called that night | told her | was done." 


In sync, slowly, painfully, our eyes raised to one another's, both wet, both ashamed, both affrighted. 

"And Im sorry, Slash," he said, gravelly, brokenhearted. "I'm sorry for that. | thought you were gone and were 
never coming back. How many times have we known people that have never come back from the edge of 
oblivion? That thought they were invincible when they were as mortal as any other man? l.. | was terrified 


that was the case. And l.. I'm sorry. m really, truly sorry for that.” 


| didn't know how to reply. And in reality, what could | say? What could | say, or do to make this right? Even if 


| was not at all happy about "She" or his admittance of "She" what ground did | have to stand on? 


| wiped the waterfall of tears from my face, my heart leaden and wedged in my throat. "Not as sorry as | 


am. 


God, | wanted a drink | wanted a shot of smack, but after this fucking ordeal there was no way in hell that 


was a feasible option 


"I. | don't know what | can say, Duff. |." | stared off, my mind becoming lost in the wood grain of the table. 
"There's.. | can't defend that. | can't... | can't explain it" 


| felt as if I'd been scrubbed with coarse, low grit sandpaper, every nerve, every vulnerability exposed. And 
while | still didn't condone it and still hurt and felt betrayed and as if he'd lost his faith in me and completely 
turned his back on me..l hated to admit that | could also understand. | could understand why he didn't wait. | 


could understand the presence and allure of "She." 


And | fucking hated it, the situation | hated that | did that, that I.that | turned him into the arms of someone 
else. | fucking hated that he didn't wait for me. | hated that | was so fucked up for so long | essentially lost 
Duff by doing the unthinkable to him, and very easily could've taken the life of the man | love with my own 
two hands. 


But yet there we were. In our house. With our things. Trying to talk this clusterfuck out. Apparently he still 
wanted me around, and | him, even knowing what | knew, and him knowing the man he loves was nearly his 


murderer. 


| ignited another smoke, searching the table with my eyes before | fearfully raised them to his, dreading the 
question, "Did it.did it mean anything? When..when you were with her?" 


"No," his reply was a soft, firm affirmation, his brows furrowed, his eyes desperately pleading for 
understanding. "She was just.someone to talk to. Someone to listen. Someone to..to be there, though she did 


most of the talking.” 
"Did you fuck her?" 


Duff's startled, shamed expression was all the answer | needed, but he still nodded a single time, his head hung, 


"Y-yeah." 
"Did." | wiped a fresh tear from my eye, taking a sip of lukewarm coffee. "Did.that mean anything?" 


His hanging head shook, and through his guilt his eyes met me, his expression honest. "No. And..and if it makes 
you feel any better | could barely.." His eyes shifted away, his face uncomfortable. "I could barely.. You know." 
He vaguely waved his hands upwards, visage grim and embarrassed, and even more ashamed for providing 


details. 


It didn't make me feel better. It made everything more acutely painful. 
Silence. A silence that for once wasn't comfortable, but was like pins and needles. We stole glances at one 
another, both afraid to speak, fearful of where it could go. Cigarettes were tensely smoked. Cool coffee was 


cautiously sipped. Fingers restlessly fidgeted. 


Eventually | decided to speak, my eyes glued to the woven fingers in my lap, my insides cold, my brain numb 


and reeling. 
"Do..do you want me to go?" | whispered, head hung, curls protectively hiding me. "S-should |." 


"Slash, I.. | don't want you to go," he replied, soft and pleading. "|.. | want you to stay. l.. | wanna work this out, 


even if." 
"If we don't know how?" | fretfully whispered. "If we can't? What if we can't?" 


My lashes were coated in clear, heavy teardrops, but | still made out the hand that extended towards me, 
palm upwards, beckoning. 


"Even..even knowing, you know..what you know..” he began, tangible trepidation in his tone. "Do..do you still love 


me?" 


My eyes slowly rose, studying him through my safety curtains. | was silent for a minute, not because | didn't 


know my answer, but because | knew his answer. 

"I do," | gently nodded, not wanting to take his hand. "Even.even though.. You..” 

"Cheated" The word was an agonized, tense croak. "Just fucking call it what it is." 

| nodded stiffly, unwilling to utter the word. “But, but how can you.. Me.. After." 

| fell apart with a faint sob, turning away to shroud my face with my hand and hair. 

"| don't know," | heard, hushed, from beside me. A hand softly covered mine, fingers gently working their way 
through my clenched fist and into a light, secure hold that | wanted to flee from as if it burnt me like a 
branding iron. "But love doesn't make sense. All that time you were gone | wasn't dwelling on the the gun part. | 
was focused on your safety, on wanting you back home so we could get our lives back where they need to be. 
And you, for some reason, still wanna be with me.." 


He sighed, giving my hand a small tug, urging me to face him. 


| did, reluctantly, watching him through my protective curtains. 


My hand was still in his, but without his coaxing | extended my other to him, which he took, a wary gleam of 


hope shimmering in his gaze. 


"IFs.its not gonna be easy," he frowned, worriedly chewing his lower lip. "It.it may not be pretty, but..but if 


we're willing to try..” 

"| am," | declared, without having to ponder. "Because | don't see how you can still want me." 
"And | can't see how you still want me, either.” 

Our words were heavy in the air, like the tolls of a mournful, ominous bell. 

In my eyes, mine was the greater of the sins. In Duff's, his was. 

There was no arguing, no weighing who was the lesser evil, who hurt who more. 


We were both broken, both in pain, both wronged, and had wronged the other. No party was innocent, and no 
party could accept majority blame, though | felt it was my mantle to bear. If | hadn't have ran off and been 
fucked up for so long none of this would have happened. 


After a few more tears, a few more admittances of guilt, | stayed, and through the weeks things slowly got 


better. 


At first it was like walking on eggshells, always trying to make things easier for the other, going out of our 
way to make amends in any small means possible. Trust had to be rebuilt. Innumerable talks were had, both 
easy and stressful. Tempers were lost, toes were stepped on, and boundaries reestablished. Meals were silent, 
but the home cooked food was a boon to me, and, being the holidays, my weight steadily got back to normal. 
The house was quiet as we tried not to be in each other's way or piss one another off, and we had to relearn 
how to interact and how to spend time together, even for something as simple as movie night. Sometimes 
affection felt alien, as it had been so long without loving contact that even a peck on the cheek or a hug 
goodbye felt forced or awkward, but it didn't last. 


By Christmas things were back to normal. It was a festive holiday atmosphere, filled with the scents I'd come 
to know and love over the years. Presents overflowed beneath the tree, for us, for the dogs, Max, and the 
snakes. The tree was decked to the nines, and our tradition of Duff hauling me up on his shoulders to place the 
star atop the tree wasn't forgotten. We spent a lot of time rescuing Max from the bowels of the massive fir 
when he climbed it and got stuck, and we spent even more time chasing him from the tree and picking up all 


the stray baubles he stole and playfully batted around the house. 


| think both of us felt very lucky and blessed that holiday season. Not many people could look past the horrible 
things that happened without holding a silent grudge or dangling it over the other's head. 


| was grateful to be back where | belonged, to a home | almost lost, with someone | would've never forgiven 
myself if | had hurt or worse. It was a good Christmas and New Year's that year, but little did we know that 
something was brewing just on the horizon, another challenge, another dilemma, something to throw a huge 


wrench in the cogs of our life. 


Chapter Six: Bad News 


Author's Notes: 
To be honest, this shit's about to hit a point where I'm worried about losing some fans. Like | said, they'll be 
alright! The story will stay focused on them; there's just some bullshit that has to be sorted through. Stick 


with me; | promise it'll be okay! 


February, 1991. 

| drew a deep breath and stretched, unhindered, across the comfortable king-size bed. | didn't know what time 
it was nor did | care. All my joints cracked as | threw my limbs across the mattress, rolling to my stomach 
and burying my face in a pillow that wasn't mine. 

| smiled at the familiar scent, shifting slightly to my side to hug it to my face. 

Damn, it was so good to be home. 

| knew Duff was gone. He had kissed me good morning and goodbye like he always did before going on his 
grotesquely early run, chuckling at how heinous my morning breath was and halfheartedly trying to escape my 


arms around his neck as | tried to drag him back to the warmth of our bed. 


"Just a few more minutes?" | lethargically mumbled into his hair, the scent of coffee and strawberry pastries 


deliciously radiating from him. "Just a few more cuddles? Pleeeeease?" 

He had indulged me that day, laughing gently and allowing me to tug him back down beside me. 

His fingers had brushed lightly through my curls, pulling gently sleepy, happy sounds from me. His arms 
surrounded me. His heat soothed me. His heartbeat was a steady, encompassing cadence, and after a long, 
blissful sigh | was out again. 


That was hours ago, though, wasn't it? 


| cracked my left eye open, squinting minutely at the streaks of golden sun rays brightening the room. Then 
my right decided to pry itself open upon looking at the clock. 


10:30, huh? Might as well 


| threw my legs over the side of the bed, groaning as | sat up and pulled out and lit my first cigarette of the 
day in one smooth motion My feet slugged to the bathroom, shuffling sleepily on the carpet, gliding me to my 


colossal morning piss before | threw on some sweat pants and tromped down the stairs with heavy footsteps, 


the scent of coffee a welcome bombardment to my nostrils upon opening the bedroom door. 


"Oh, fucking score," | grinned softly at the sight of a small box of fresh doughnuts perched upon the kitchen 
counter, right beside the coffee maker loaded with half a pot, still miraculously hot. "Oh, man, he did buy ‘em. | 


wasn't dreaming, then" 


| smiled to myself, box of doughnuts and mug of black coffee in tow, all the way to the table. The paper was 
neatly folded in half as it always was, alongside a thick glass ashtray with three butts crushed within it. Not 
to mention the good morning letter reminding me he'd be home a little later than usual due to a doctor's 


appointment, but | never minded a bit of alone time. 


Now it was my turn to lazily sip coffee and peruse the paper, stuffing nearly half a dozen fruit-filled 
doughnuts into my belly, Max curled up between my feet and the dogs in the backyard barking their throats 


out, forming a dense fog between their jaws in the cold February air. 


It had been a great few months despite what had happened. Things had been tense and awkward at first, but 
one day it was like the switch flipped back over, and everything was back to the way it always was. Maybe it 
was all of the intense talks. Perhaps even all the little things we did for each other. But | like to think it was 
because we were both contrite. We both truly felt like utter shit for what we'd done and were willing to put in 
the work to salvage our relationship before it bit the dust. 


It wasn't easy. It was actually pretty fucking hard.to the point of tears, sometimes..but we managed. 


It felt great to have My Duff back, and it felt fucking amazing to be his Slash again | had missed so much all 
those months, but most of all | missed Duff. He was fucking everything to me. He made me feel complete, and 


| hope | made him feel that way, too. | like to think | did if his smile was anything to judge by it. 


| had arranged a vacation for his birthday earlier that month. Hawaii was always a favorite for us, plus it 
wasn't colder than a witch's tit during his birth month, so it seemed like the only logical place to go for us to 
get out, have some fun, and spend a little quality time together. Sure, we could have fun and games in LA, but 


a trip seemed like a welcome prospect and change of scenery..especially from the dreary winter weather. 


I'd made sure to drag my ass out of bed at a bright and early 6:45 in the morning, right after he'd bid me 
farewell for his run with the early birds. | threw on my clothes, dug out our passports, and lugged the packed 
suitcases I'd hidden away downstairs and waited for him, travel mugs and plane tickets at the ready when he 


opened the door. 


He hadn't had expected me to the sitting on the couch fully dressed with a massive grin as | jubilantly yelled, 
my arms above my head, "Surprise birthday trip!" 


His jaw fell open. The look on his face was endearingly gobsmacked and confused, a grin slowly, suspiciously 


stretching his cheeks, red from exertion and the frigid February air. "Uh..what?" 


"You heard me," | chuckled, rising to my feet, gliding a ticket into his hand as | softly kissed the side of his icy 
face. "It's your birthday, and instead of stayin here | thought we could, ya know, get out. Do somethin’ fun. 


How's Hawaii sound?" 


Duff looked like he was an electronic with an error: He was frozen with a maniacally happy smirk as he stared 
down at the ticket in his fingers. A chuckle eked its way from his throat, one of taken aback disbelief. "W- 
what? Really?" 


"Yes, really, goober." | gave him a gentle, playful shoulder shove to the arm. "I got it all arranged. A week of 
sun, sand, probably a bit of rain this time of year, and relaxation. Got all kinds of stuff to do! And our plane 
leaves in about two hours, so we should get goin’. Don't wanna be late." 


"Wha.what? For real?" That pleasantly surprised grin was shockingly permanent. 


"God, you act like | never do anything nice for you or surprise you," | rolled my eyes with a snort of 


amusement. "Come on!" 

He didn't protest when | frog marched him all the way to the bathroom, hands on his shoulders as | guided 
him from behind, but he certainly did when | refused to get in the shower with him because | knew exactly 
what would happen and | wasn't about to be late for the plane! 


"Aw, c'mon, Slash!" | attentively watched his naked outline scrub his hair through the steamy glass doors. "Not 


even a little? Just a nice lil! bit of mornin’ sex before we go? Ya know how | am after | run" 

"Yeah, | know exactly how you are after any work out," | smirked, crossing my arms as | studied his very bold 
hard on. "And we don't have time for it. | wanna get there as soon as we can. And besides, you don't need to 
give security any nasty surprises during their strip search." 

That soured Duff's enthusiasm pretty quicky. His dick's shadow even took a downwards bob. 

"Why'd you have to remind me of that?" He sighed with groaning, disturbed frustration. "Now all | can think 
about is some balding, middle-aged guy pokin' around my naked nethers. Ugh. Why'd | have to smash that 


fucking camera." 


"| donno, but, uh..you realize you're technically middle-aged now.." | snickered softly, lighting a cigarette before | 


busted out with devilish delight, "You're thirty three now, you old fuck!" 


In the split second it took me to blink the sliding door was cracked open and a jet of hot, spitty water shot me 
right in the face, splattering all over my shirt and jacket accompanied by a triumphant cackle of victory. 


"Hey!" | had no problem using his pristinely dry towel to sop up my disgruntled, soaked face. "The fuck, man?!" 


"Call me old, fucker!" Duff sounded challenging, but the grin my eyes met when they opened after | finally 


managed to wipe the water out of them was sheerly playful. "When the hell was the last time you saw an old 
man who looked this good naked?" 


The faucet knobs squeaked and a moment later the door flew open, revealing the very enticing sight of his tall, 
toned body glistening with water, that once hindered erection no longer half limp. 


Duff got the reaction he wanted. His hands proudly met his hips and he stood straight, his wet hair clinging to 
his throat and shoulders, his eyes sparkling with invitation just as much as his naked body upon me shutting 
up and staring, my mouth slightly, stupidly ajar. 


"l, uh.. | don't, uhh, look at naked old guys." Yeah, my blood was rushing somewhere other than my brain at 
that ten seconds. 


| abruptly shook my head, remembering there was a very important task at hand, prying my gaze from his 
dick and forcing it to look him in his smug eyes. "Hey! Stop distracting me and get dressed, damn it! We gotta 
go!" 


"You thought about it," he winked suggestively, flexing his muscles so his dick bounced, once again pulling my 
attention, the shithead. "Not even a quickie? Ya sure? You're reeeally gonna make me wait on my birthday?" 


"Yes!" | firmly declared, rising to my feet and stomping one for effect, a smile of understanding (and 
amusement) on my lips. "Besides, if you're good I'll let you do me in the hammock first thing when we get 


there." 
Duff's bottom lip protruded in a soft pout. "In about seven or eight hours after all's said and done.." 


| sighed, shaking my head and rolling my eyes to the ceiling, suppressing a little chuckle. | threw him the towel 
at the sight of goosebumps peppering his flesh, about to drop an ultimatum as he made quick work of drying 
himself. 


"How about.. You promise not to follow me around pissin’ and moanin or trying to poke me with it while | load 


up the car and I'll throw in a little road head on the way to the airport?" 


Duff didn't even have to consider. The towel drug through his damp, messy hair and promptly dropped onto 
the bathroom floor. "Lets get fuckin’ movin’ then!" 


"Only!" | raised my voice, as well as a warning index finger. "Only if you promise not to nearly kill us like you did 
that one time where we almost drove off the edge of the canyon" 


"You'll never let me forget that, will ya?" Duff's lip curled with dismissive agitation. "Should be more worried 
about flippin’ that fuckin’ hammock over and divin’ face first into the sand. That shit fuckin’ hurt! I'll never 
forgive you for that, asshole." 


| cracked up with hearty belly laughs at the memory, and though Duff was the victim in that one he was kind 


enough to at least snicker and roll his eyes as he pulled his shirt over his head. 


It was our first time in Hawaii, probably around 1989 or so. And well.turns out mass amounts of alcohol, bad 
balance, and an appetite for rough sex do not mix in a hammock. Duff ended up with a pretty nice scrape on 
his forehead from a rogue coconut shell fragment after we flipped backwards out of it, feet flying over our 
head as the motherfucker went wild and decided to go tits up on us after | climbed up on it to get above him, 
thinking I'd have better leverage. 


Which | did not. 


We were able to laugh it off, though Duff was pretty sore and fucked up the next day because he, while on 
the bottom, somehow managed to get flipped out first. | came down right on top of him and got my ass 
tangled in the netting..and him. 


Do not drunk-fight a hammock and think you will win. You won't. And pray you're not alone because you just 
might have to have someone cut you outta the motherfucker while yelling at him for laughing like a hyena at 
you the entire time for getting yourself into the situation by taking a few, innocent, intoxicated swings at said 


cock-blocking hammock. 


| still have the shard of coconut, too. And Duff still has the scar between his eyebrows as a reminder, as well 
as the memory of me trussed up like a hog-tied luau pig, squealing and cursing at the asshole hammock 


assassin. 

| softly chuckled to myself at the recollection, my eyes skimming over the weather section of the paper. 
Cold, cold, cold. It was gonna be nothing but cold. It had only been a couple weeks since our trip, but damn, | 
could've gone for some more hammock sex. It was much safer and enjoyable without being too worried about 
busting your face open and diligently having to fight the unyielding stream of blood that came from such an 


elevated blood alcohol content. 


| pondered the location of the souvenir coconut shard as | raised my coffee cup to my lips, but the sound of a 


door slamming deterred me, my eyes flitting from newsprint to the window. 


Then a second later the sound of retching, of deep, full-gutted vomiting shocked me enough to remove me 


from my seat. 
| knew that car door, and | knew that throaty retch. 


| could see the back of the car through the kitchen window. Duff apparently hadn't even made it in the garage 
before getting sick. 


| darted from the house, coffee, doughnuts, and newspaper forgotten. Hell, | remembered to throw on a jacket 


over my naked chest, but | sure as shit forgot shoes. The bite of the tundra-like pavement didn't even 
register as | skittered to Duff's side, placing my hand on his convulsing back to rub calming circles on it. 


"Hey, hey, are you okay?" | felt frantic with the burst of panic within, but kept my voice calm and soothing. 
"You okay, baby? What's goin’ on? Are you alright?" 


| could feel his back muscles spasming beneath the thick, black wool of his coat. | wondered if his back was 
giving him fits (which would often result in him throwing up), if he ate something that didn't agree with him, 
or if he was just sick all of a sudden. But despite my questions, my hushed, urgent concerns, he didn't answer 


any of my inquiries. 


Retch after retch, splatter after nauseating, grotesque splatter of copious amounts of coffee upon the 
driveway continued, Duff unable to breathe, unable to speak, unable to do anything but gag and fight for air, 


shaking from the cold, his illness, or something else entirely, | wasn't sure. 


"Duff, talk to me, damn it" | patted his back, holding his hair back, noticing how he continually shrank away 
from my touch, as if it burned him. "What's going on? Are you sick? Did something happen at the doctor? Talk 


to me. Talk to me, please." 


He gasped for strangled, shaky breath once, twice, three more times, slowly calming himself, then his head 
slowly and fearfully turned towards me. His eyes elevated, meeting mine in the most timid, terrified manner I'd 
seen since his hospitalization, then his entire body rolled with the force of renewed nausea and he dry heaved 


repeatedly, so hard the sound was painful. 


Fuck, | didn't know what to do. Nothing was coming up anymore but small strands of phlegm and spittle that 
clung to his lips before he spit them down to join the sea of puke on the pavement, but there seemed to be 
no end in sight. 


He stayed hunched over, hands on his knees, loogie after nasty, brown, coffee-tinted loogie being spat into the 
swamp of liquid between his parted feet. 


| could only look him over, worried, saddened, unable to help because he wouldn't talk to me. He was as closed 


off as a clam, as tightly shut as Fort Knox. 


But then something fluttered from the chest pocket of his coat. A small, glossy piece of paper with a large 
block of black upon it, the image the same shiny sheen 


| sensed the life-threatening alarm radiating from him as we both made a grab for it, my hand enclosing upon 


it first. 


"What is it?" | squinted curiously at the paper, a gripping, immovable fear solidifying when | registered exactly 


what it was. 


The dread was overwhelming. It was a freezing, gnawing feeling deep in the pit of my stomach. My heart lodged 
in my throat. It nearly stopped beating. The image quivered in my trembling fingers like a dying, fluttering leaf 


in a stormy, fall breeze. 


Duff's heaving, breathless respirations stopped, replaced by silence, a silence as profound and still as the 


winter air around us. 
My next question was meaningless. Unnecessary. A vain, stupid, ignorant hope. 
'Is.. Your pancreas? Every.. Everything okay with it?" 


Duff's reply was harsh and gnarled, barked with tangible fright and self-loathing, "Does that look like a fucking 


pancreas to you?!" 
No. No, it didn't. 
| shook my head, swallowing through the lump in my throat. 


| somehow raised my eyes to his, seeing them filled with the fear of losing everything he held dear. The same 


exact thing | was feeling, too. 


Is a baby," he choked out, the words like bitter bile upon his tongue, threatening to renew his sickness. "My 
baby." 


| nodded, my neck stiffer than | could ever remember. | swallowed again, a gulp through my constricted throat, 


my eyes glued in horror to the paper. "Are..are you sure?" 
"Yeah." His pallid, green expression twisted with acute discomfort. "She was, um, pretty sure.” 


"She," | mentally snarled with scathing, extreme distaste, my own taste of puke roiling in the back of my 
throat. Thought we were rid of that bitch 


"Could be bullshit," | shrugged, eyeing the white, vaguely human-shaped blob on the paper. | was desperate for 
any and all excuse to remove this from our lives before it became permanent. | was not willing to let this 


happen. "Probably isn't yours and she's trying to pin you for your money. Fuck her. Ask for a test" 


"Slash." Duff couldn't meet my eyes but for scant seconds, guilt tightening his voice and features. "l.. | don't 
think she is. She.. | was the only one." 


"You don't fucking know that!" | suddenly snapped, Duff backing away, his face paling from the unexpected 
explosion of my anger. "I know she moved here from across the country. Might be looking to snag her a man 


with some fuckin’ money. | bet its someone else's. | don't fucking buy it" 


Duff swelled beneath his coat, puffing up in a wave of frustration 


"Well, who the fuck else's would it be? The goddamn bum's downtown?!" Duff retorted with a flying hand 
through the air, the gesture so fast it whistled. "She just moved here right before you came home, and she's 


got her own fuckin’ money, anyway!" 


"| don't fucking know!" | threw my arms out, the ultrasound fluttering to the ground, left forgotten. "And 
besides, | thought you said you couldn't fucking get it up, anyway?! What'd you do, fuck her for the entire two 
weeks you went out with her? Did you fucking lie to me about that?! Were you fucking her the whole time | 


was gone or what?!" 


"Oh, yeah, Slash," he snorted with derisive laughter, hands rising and falling to clap the sides of his thighs. 


‘Nearly ten years into our relationship's a real good time for me to start lyin’ to you!" 

"Then something's fucking wrong ‘cause this shit's not adding up!" | was pacing without realizing it, my bare 
feet heavy on the freezing driveway, my fingers tangled in my bedhead of curls. "How the fuck could this have 
happened and what the fuck are you gonna do about it?!" 


"The fuck you mean, ‘What am | gonna do about it? Pay my fucking child support and maybe see it on the 
weekends! Try to be a half-ass decent dad! What else can | do?! What choice do | really have?!" 


"Make her get rid of it!" 

"She won't! She wants to keep it!" 

"Then what's gonna happen, huh? What about me? What about us?! What the fuck happens now?! How the hell 
can this..can we." My grip in my hair grew painful as my fingers tore through it, a bellow of searing emotion 


leaving me and renting through the frigid mid-day sky, the contents of my stomach churning into battery acid. 


| wanted to throw up my half a dozen doughnuts. | wanted to explode. | wanted to fucking hit something, 
someone. | wanted.. | wanted.. 


"| gotta get the fuck outta here." 


| stormed past Duff, shoving him out of the way with my shoulder so hard he gasped in pain, then stomped 
inside the house. 


"Slash? Slash!" He followed close behind, calling my name, his voice terrified, confused, and already full of the 
fear of loss as | threw on a pair of sneakers and snatched my cigarettes from the table. | ignored his frantic 
pleas on my entire rampage through the house until | was outside and his voice finally broke, cracking 


miserably, "Are..are you c-coming back? Slash, p-- Please, just answer me." 


"Ill be back later," | answered without turning round to face him, smoke billowing as | drew hard on a cigarette. 


"Figure out what the fuck you're gonna do." 


His voice sounded much further away than it actually was, hushed with heartbroken emotion, "Wha-what 
about you?" 


| reached the pedestrian gate, flinging it open, then slamming it shut behind me, my tone cold, disguising the 
stabbing pain that I'd been suppressing since | registered the threat within that photo, "That same fucking 
thing." 


The gate rattled metallically, but even above its reverberations | heard a shattered sob, the sound instantly 
strangulated with the heaving, choked breaths of panic. 


Shit 


| wanted to turn around. | wanted to go back at the sound of that attack, but | knew if | did | wouldn't have 
time to think. 


And | needed thinking time. | needed it fucking bad. 
Because this was bad. 
This was really, really bad news. 


| was more than halfway down the block, a cloud of fuming steam in my wake, and | still heard the burning cry 
from afar, a sound filled with anguish, self-hatred, and despair. A sound | hadn't heard in so long, but a sound | 


knew all too well. 


| suppressed my own sob, swallowing it in favor of feeling the searing betrayal, uncertainty, and confusion that 


gnawed at my innards, forcing my feet to move and my brain to process. 


| knew what Duff would say. | knew how he'd feel about fatherhood. To that day he'd had a shitty relationship 
with his father. He loathed him for cheating on his mom and had never forgiven him, and in his eyes this was 
the same situation repeated in a different manner. He grew up without a dad and had issues with it, so | knew 


he'd want to be there for the kid, even if that child was spawned by what he considered unforgivable infidelity. 
‘Maybe visit it on the weekends." 


A constant reminder, that little bastard will be. A constant fucking reminder of a betrayal. Of a fuck up. OF "She" 
when "She" needs to disa-fucking-ppear. 


Yeah, that hurt. That fucking hurt like a dull knife twisting in my kidney, but.but somewhere inside me | knew | 
couldn't blame the kid. No child asks to be born. No kid should bear the weight of their parents’ sins. | grew up 


with so many friends who were from broken homes and saw first hand the unfair and sometimes even brutal 


treatment endured at the hands of stepparents or their parent's significant others for simply being the child 
of their ex, and no kid deserved that. It wasn't their fault. 


| sighed, tossed a cigarette and lit another, making a left turn into a blustering, nearly Arctic breeze, my gaze 


stuck to the ground, my heart left somewhere in the gloom. 


| guess that was two things down. | urged my mind to move forward, to try to sort through the whirling, 
syrupy mess that bogged it down 


And you know what? | couldn't yell at him for not using a condom, either. Who the hell fucking did? Even 
before we were together, none of us used a fucking rubber, and there was a pretty good chance of little 
bastards of all of us running around the United States, Canada, and the UK. Hell, maybe even a few parts of 
Mexico for a few of us. The Pull-Out Method was king back then, but | wasn't about to shake down Duff for 


more details of this whole fuckin’ affair, lest | end up spewing my own stream of unending Exorcist puke. 


| just.. | didn't understand. | couldn't comprehend this. Two fucking weeks and the bitch gets knocked up, just like 
that? Seems fucking impossible. Duff said he wasn't lying, but | couldn't help but wonder. | couldn't help but 
question. That tiny seed of doubt had been sowed, and now it made me question everything. 


| could write for ages about all the questions | asked myself, about all the fears, all the hurt, all the confusion, 
but | won't. My decision was hard. It was painful. It left a lot of room for error, especially for me, but | knew 


what | had to do. 


Duff wouldn't understand, | knew. | just hoped he would accept it and wouldn't question me. Mostly because |, 


myself, couldn't explain why | chose what | did, other than for one simple reason. 


| walked for hours until the cold, yellow sun was high in the sky then dipped down below the hills, leaving them 
glowing, lighting the path to home before the streetlights took the place of nature's illumination. 


Over and over | played scenarios in my head, this vast, cool emptiness in my stomach that | couldn't 
overcome, like icy stones tumbling within me. | was freezing from the winter air, and frozen with the 
possibilities that lay before me, before us, but | knew | had to get home. | knew | had to talk this over, no 


matter the outcome. 


When | strode through the gate, fresh, indigo twilight oozing into the fading red-orange clouds, only one light 


was on in the house: the living room. 


| dreaded going inside. My guts felt like they were attempting to digest broken glass, but this had to be done. 
This..this had to be talked over, come hell or high water, no matter how tough. 


| didn't allow myself a pep talk. | walked inside, all my mortal terror on display, raw, exposed, utterly afraid, 
finding the room foggy with smoke, Duff hunched on the couch, his elbows on his knees, his head hung, and the 
scent of strong pot emanating from the fat, half-smoked joint between his lips. 


The door quietly clicked shut behind me, and Duff's eyes rose, blood red with his first high since he'd gotten 
sober, and from what had to have been a massive, hours-long melt down if the damp throw pillow on the 


couch, most of its cloth darkened with tears and snot, was any evidence. 


He quickly glanced away, guilt deepening the lines on his face, his voice scratchy and deep with exhaustion, 


"Don't.please don't judge me. l.. | had to calm down" 


| took a few steps closer, alert to the thick tension in the air. | sensed no sign of anger, of danger. Only despair. 
Only fear. Only hopelessness. 


I'm the last person in the world who'd judge you," | softly replied, granting him space as | took the armchair a 


few feet away from where he sat perched upon the couch. "You know that. Can |?" 
| waved my fingers his way, and he passed me the joint, a routine so familiar, yet so simultaneously foreign. 


| took several deep, long-held hits, adding to the mass of smoke within the room. Duff had learned from the 
best in joint rolling, and to be honest it was sad his skills would now go to waste in his sobriety. 


The weed didn’t really help, though. Sure, it made me fuzzy, relaxed my muscles a bit, but the tension in the 
room was palpable. Questions with the weight of anvils hung above our heads, threatening to crush us. If 
anything, it only made me fucking paranoid, and in that paranoia Duff's nearly-whispered question almost 


caused me to jump out of my skin, "So are.. Are you here to pack your stuff, or." 


"I'm not leaving," | gently, honestly replied, my eyes meeting Duff's the instant he nearly broke down as my 
words registered. 


His stressed expression collapsed into a mixture of relief and desolation. His hands flew to cover his face and 
he lurched so far forward his forehead met the coffee table. The ends of his hair wildly swayed as he shook 
his head, his words muffled through renewed whines and tears, "That..that's not fair, Slash. That.. Its not fair 
To you" 


"Doesn't matter what's fair to me," | quietly said, my tone gravelly with guilt. "If it wasn't for me we wouldn't 
be in this situation You would've never gone running to her if | would've been where the fuck | belonged. You 
know it's true.” 


| think he wanted to agree, but he wouldn't let himself. He only sniffled, halfheartedly nodding. 


His head slowly rose as he wiped the tears from his cheeks with his fingertips, tucking strands of hair behind 
his ears, meeting my gaze skittishly. 


"l. | gotta take care of the kid, ya know," he frowned, his voice smooth while huge, round tears easily leaked 
from his eyes. "I can't... | cant turn my back on it if it's mine. | just.. Is my responsibility. | can't be a shit dad. 


Not after..." 


"I know," my head gently inclined. "| know that, sweetheart. | couldn't ask you to remove it from your life. Not 


knowing your history. And." 
| drew a deep, somewhat shaky sigh. | offered the joint back to Duff, who surprisingly took it, then | rubbed 
my palms together, weaving my fingers as | rested my elbows on my knees. "I can't blame the kid. It's... You 


know. It didn't ask. And | know you didn't, either.” 


"| didn't" Duff's head shook, his voice hardly audible, clear tears falling, soaking into the carpet. “And I'm.l'm so, 
so sorry. l.. | didn't want this. | don't." 


"| know," | nodded, a large, lacerated hole in my heart for many, many reasons. 

Its not fair. H's.. It's wrong to you." His brows were pinched with held-back misery, his lip trembling from 
where it was held between his teeth. Our eyes met securely for the first time, and one of the things | could 
make out through the gloom was anger. "Why..why're you staying? The fuck's in it for you?" 

| understood why he was pissed. 

"You didn't expect me to come back, did you?" | lightly asked, not rising to his prodding provocation 

Shame shielded his features, color rising to his cheeks as his shook his head. 

"| don't blame you," | shrugged. "I would probably expect it, too. But." | sighed, wringing my fingers together. "l 
don't.. | don't know. It.it sucks. It fucking hurts. There's a lot of questions..a lot of fears..shit I'm worried about 
and don't understand, but.. But | don't wanna go." 


"You're a fuckin’ fool, then" His gaze diverted as he wiped the glaze of wetness from his cheek. 


"Probably," | agreed. "But l.. | don't know. Sure, you know, you..did what you did, but it was because of me. l.. l'm 


kinda responsible, too. And it's.it's not gonna be here all the time, right? Just every other weekend or so?" 


Duff shrugged cluelessly, face still devastated, eyes glued to the joint in his fingers. "I donno. l.. | guess. I've 


never.. | have no fuckin’ idea" 


"If it's only a few days a month, | mean, we still have a ton of time to ourselves. We can still do what we want 


when we want..." 


"She doesn't know about you," Duff gravely interjected. "She knows | was separated, but not that it's you.. A 
guy.” 


It was like dropping a fucking pipe bomb on an anthill, but | shrugged it off. 


"Uhh." | searched around the room, palms upraised. Should've figured. "So? Fuck her. Who gives a shit what 
she thinks so long as her little bastard's being taken care of? Fuckin’ gold digger." 


"She's a nice girl, Slash," Duff sighed, not shrinking in the slightest when | shot him a thoroughly irritated glare. 


"You don't even know her." 
"Oh, and you do?" | squinted peevishly. "Well enough to fuck her, obviously.” 


"And you've known people for three seconds before fuckin’ them," he flatly leered, challenging, unwavering, his 
words heavy with truth | couldn't deny. "You didn't even know their fucking names. You have no goddamn room 


to talk" 


| resisted the urge to lash out. He was right, goddamn it. No matter how hurt and pissed the fuck off | was, | 
felt as if there were no way for me to come out on top of this situation. It all came back to me, after all. To 


me fucking up. To me running away. To me being a fucking junkie. 
| backed down, taking my own advice for once and shutting the fuck up. 


‘lm sorry," | sighed, thumbs fidgeting. "I just.. It's not great news. | thought we were done with her. | didn't 
think she'd be a.permanent fixture in our lives. It.it hurts. It was out of the blue." 


"And how do you think | feel, knowing | had to come home and explain it to you? Knowing that | pretty much 
ruined our fucking lives because I." His voice quivered, "Because | tried to find a sense of comfort in the wrong 
place. And now l..now I've destroyed our lives together. Thrown out any sense of security and trust we have, 


that we built back up after.." 


"You haven't destroyed our lives," | said, and | actually meant it, leaning over to take his hand, which he 
shockingly didn't tug away. "| mean, who knows? Maybe..maybe she'll take the kid and leave. Maybe..maybe she 
won't be comfortable knowing you're with me and she'll, | don't know, be grossed out by a couple dudes, a guy 


she thought was purely straight raising her kid with another guy?" 


Duff shrugged, his shoulders sagging beneath an invisible weight. "I don't. don't know. There's so many things 
up in the air right now. | mean she.she just told me today. l.. | got a call the other day and told her I'd meet 
up with her after my appointment, tell her to fuck off for good or whatever, because she wanted to talk. |, | 
just thought maybe she was trying to get back together with me or something, but.. |, | never imagined..” 


"I know," | nodded, taking the chance to scoot beside him on the couch. He shied from my presence at first, but 
allowed me to guide his head to my chest as | wrapped my arm around shoulder, attempting to be a comfort, 
even though | was very much torn the fuck up inside. | knew he needed it more. "But, you know, who knows 


what'll happen? And Duff, look at me..." 


| gently, so gently curled my finger beneath his chin, raising his gaze to me. | studied his wet eyes, heavy with 


sorrow, with anxiety, a stormy, chaotic green bordering on grey. 
I'm staying," | reiterated, a firm, immovable determination in my voice. 


Duff's face collapsed again. He moved to hide in my jacket, but | carefully pulled him back up, my thumb 
swiping his cheek as | gazed, teary eyed, into the mess | knew without a doubt | had a major hand in creating. 


I'm serious," | affirmed, my lips soft upon his forehead, creased with stress, before rejoining our eyes. "| don't 
care if it's wrong or right. | don't. don't even understand it. But | can't imagine leaving. | don't wanna leave, no 
matter what comes. Am.am | happy about it? Well, no, you know? l.. It hurts, yeah, but.. But | wanna be here. | 


don't care if it makes me an idiot. | love you. | wanna be there for you, even if it's hard for me." 


Duff's face was streaming with silent tears, but our shared gaze remained firm as he searched my face, 


understandably alert for any signs of spite or deceit. 


"You..are you sure?" He inquired after a thorough investigation, gulping down his emotions. "Are.. It's not fair, 
Slash. You know it's not." 


"| don't give a fuck what's fair," | frowned seriously, gently sweeping another tear from his cheek. "I know 


where | wanna be, even if it doesn't make sense." 


Duff nuzzled his face into my chest, his arms clamping around my waist as he broke down into hushed, 


uncontrollable, apologetic sobs in my embrace. 


| didn't demean him. | didn't bitch at him. | let him cry, and | cried along with him, my heart broken for him, 


because of him, because of me. 


| could leave, sure, but what good would it do? It would just hurt him, and | knew | would be right back, 
scratching at the door, begging to be let back in because | couldn't live without him, and | couldn't live with the 
fact that I'd abandoned him when he needed me most, no matter how much it hurt. 


| couldn't deny my role in this debacle, and | couldn't leave him hanging, to deal with the aftermath of 


something so life changing alone. 


| didn't know what to expect for the next few months, and neither did he. | figured there'd be a time where I'd 
eventually have to be introduced to "She," the mysterious cunt who threw this massive fucking mess right 
into our laps, but as time began to pass she never really surfaced..or else Duff was trying to keep us 


separate, which may've been a smart thing to do. | was liable to claw a bitch's eyes out, after all. 


Strange books in all shades of pink began making their way into the house. Duff's way of processing, of 
rationalizing, was paved by understanding what the fuck was going on. Books upon books were consumed, all of 
them with disturbingly graphic detail and containing shit I'd rather have no knowledge about. That was Duff's 
thing--| didn't care if he wanted to know, but, frankly, | was having enough descriptions of developing fetuses 


for my taste, and the accompanying changes that went along with "She's" body as the kid grew. 


Call me a cold-hearted asshole, but | secretly wished she'd lose it so she could disappear from our lives. | 
mean, | understand that Duff would be sad his research would be for naught, but in truth | just wanted her 
gone. | wanted the kid gone. | wanted everything that stood in the way of our lives together to magically vanish 
so life could get back to normal. 


Duff and | had worked hard to get our relationship back to where it was before my junkie hiatus, but it 
seemed like every fucking time | turned around there was temptation, something dangled before me like a 
carrot of negativity to draw me in. Life had to go on, after all. It stops for no one, and | had appearances to 
make while Duff was back home, sparingly doing concerts here and there with the Neurotic Outsiders and 
studying his baby manuals. 


And where was |? 


Back around the same motherfuckers that got me entangled in the smack mess months before, the same 
fucks that made it seem so sweet, so enticing, though | knew better. 


Or at least | thought | knew better. 


Fuck, Im an asshole. 


Chapter Seven: Anesthesia 


Author's Notes: 
This was a chapter | had planned long, long before The Fuck Journal was complete, all inspired by one song. 


Also, sorry for this depressing shit, LOL 


Late March, 1991. 

A dark room. My living room. My self-imposed prison. 

I'd done it again. 

But this time | was done. 

Done. 

A flicker of blindness, lightning through the curtain. A flash of my surroundings again 
Tiny bags. Tiny white piles. Sharp, thin, shining metal and plastic. 

Fuck up, fuck up, fuck up. 

You fucking liar. 


You fucking flake. 


The last time. It was the last time. 

| had enough for one more ride. A single last spin. A last trip, then | was done. 
It was more than I'd usually shoot, but | wanted it gone. 

Gone. 

MI be tine. 

lve always been fine, even with a hitte extra 

| needed to get back. 

He knew where | was, what | was doing. 

| called. | talked. | kept my promise of communication, even if | bailed. 
He was pissed. 

| was pissed. 


Life was nothing but a complication, a morass of sore feelings struggling to be expressed, only to be shut down 


in favor of running away. 
It was too fucking much. 


| went with her today. | heard the heartbeat, ya know. It's..it's really in there. It's alive. |. could hear it 
moving. It's fucking mind boggling.’ 


Sneaking shots when he wasn't looking. 


"Should | buy a crib and stuff? | don't.! donno what to do. Clothes? | mean, we don't even know what it is yet. 
What if | buy the wrong things?” 


A stash of coke, tiny bumps here and there. 


Change, change, everything was changing. He was even wanting to clear out a room, set it up for the kid, asking 


my opinion on wall colors, decor, shit | didn't care about and wanted to turn away from. 


For someone whose life is constantly evolving, for someone who doesn't stay in one place for more than two 


weeks at a time, this change was impossible. | resisted it. It pained me like an embedment of thorny bushes in 


my sides. 
| dont want this. | dont want this. | dont want this. Shut up, shut up, shut up already! 
| didn't want to know if it could hear sounds already. 


| didn't give a fuck if it was the size of a bell pepper and wouldn't sit right for the ultrasound so they could 
determine the gender. 


| didnt fucking care about some litle spawn from some fucking succubus. 

| wanted to do it, | really did. | wanted to be there, and | still did, but For the love of god, shut the fuck up. 
| needed a way out. | needed an excuse. An outlet. 

| needed to anesthetize. | needed to be numb. At least for a litte while 

One week. Two weeks. Nearing three. 

That was enough. It had to be. 

| already went back on my promise. | lied. | had to make up for it, no matter the pain 

If he even needed me anymore. If he even wanted me. Who would? 

The belt was tight on my skin, painfully puckering the pinched bits of my flesh, yet | felt nothing 

| didnt want to. Just this one last time. 

| tossed my head, removing the fallen hair from my eyes, the better to see in near pitch black 

My teeth grit, cutting into the leather. | grunted, twisting my head, yanking it even tighter on my arm. 
| grabbed my rig, the coke and smack so pretty within. So pure. Almost translucent: 


| felt my dick stir in anticipation, the excess coke in my system flooding with my adrenaline, knowing what was 


coming. My quick heartbeat would make it spread faster, more efficiently. 
ltd mixed easily. Everything had been easy. Not even a need to cook it. 
Too easy. 


The veins in my arms stood out like highways on a map, bold rivers in a sea of pale caramel. | chose one. My 


favorite, but it was a hard one, well-used and tough. 


The needle slid in effortlessly, as if I'd been attempting to inject warm butter. Instant flashback. No fight. No 
digging. 


My crotch tingled like a motherfucker. This shit was so smooth, so flawless. Fuck, it turned me on. 
Too easy. 


| breathed deep as the plunger descended all the way, all the way this time for the last, last time, waiting for 


the rush and warmth. 

| moaned in sheer pleasure when it hit, like a tidal wave of euphoria, my eyes rolling back, my posture relaxing, 
slumping against the couch from where | was on the floor and slowly sinking down, down, down into the fuzzy 
abyss, to the carpet which still smelled of expensive cleaner, wedged between the sofa and coffee table, a 
tangled mess of limp limbs. 

Life was good. Life was warm and floaty and blissful with no worries. It was perfect. 

Then something went wrong. 

All of a sudden | hurt as if I'd been thrown into a frozen pond with hidden spikes beneath the water. | saw a 
sea of red panic form behind my eyes as my muscles began to tense and my breaths began to labor, heaving 
like leaky, perforated bellows. 

| felt cold and damp with sweat. | felt sick and jittery and like.. 


No.. No! Fucking help! Someone! Fucking anyone! 


My lips parted to breathe, but it was as if | were suddenly a fish from water, no airborne oxygen to be found 
for my inadequate gills. | was suffocating. 


My heart raced so wildly it ached and cramped in my chest, pounding mercilessly against my ribs as if it'd 


burst right out and spray the room with my blood. 


My fingers began to curl into fists, my muscles constricting of their own accord, as if rigor mortis were 


attempting to take me alive. 
| was nauseated | was so fucking nauseated but | couldn't puke. | couldn't move! | could only writhe what little | 
could and desperately gasp for breaths that wouldn't come, squirming, trapped in my own flesh while my body 


rejected and reacted to what I'd just done to it, the paradise in my veins turning to poison and betraying me. 


| was terrified, a prisoner in my body, in my own home. There was no one to save me, no one to come to my 


rescue, and | didn't blame them. Who the fuck would? They'd all expect it, even Duff. 
Duff.. 


No.. No, L. | didn’t want this. God! Any fucking god or any fucking being that's in charge of this fucked up world, 
please! No, | can't.. Duff. 


Tears were hot on my icily feverish cheeks, trickling down my temples and dissolving into my hair. 


This had never happened before. There was no velvety blackness, no soft, warm blanket to take me away. No 


pain, no guilt, no nothing. Just.. 

"Slash? Are, are ya in there?" 

My stomach tingled with false hope. 

Of course my dying hallucinations would be him. 
But hallucinations didn't knock, did they? 

"l, uh, | brought food, ya know. | guess I'll just.” 


A whimper worked its way through my seized up throat, a gasp squeakier than the others as | struggled to 
breathe. 


"Duff" 
Silence. Uter, desolate silence. 

My outburst of a sob was dissolved into a fruitless gag, my respiratory system refusing to work 
Don leave! Don't leave! Help mel Please! 

Death was the only one coming, and it wouldn't be as kind to me this time. And | knew | didn't deserve it 
"S. Slash?" 

"Duff" Again, a mere, tiny, strangulated whimper. 

| couldn't wait: | couldn't let myself lay down and die without a fight! 


| tried to move, fighting my stiff, unwilling muscles with every ounce of strength | could to move something, 


to move myself, to make a sound to alert him to come rescue someone who didn't deserve it. 


Moving my leg was like forcing rusty, corroded joints to pivot. My body shook all over, every which way, 
impeding my efforts as if it wanted me to die, like it was fed up with all the shit I'd put it through, all the shit 
I'd put Duff through until.. 

CRASH! 


My toes caught the end table with a weak force miraculously strong enough to send the lamp toppling to the 


floor. 

"Slash!" 

| couldn't move to see, stuck, trapped, helpless in my shell, but | could hear. 
BANG! BANG! BANG! 

The force of a body being slammed against a locked door. 

Wood cracking, splintering. 

Thunder rumbling, lightning crashing. 


My breaths growing weaker. My terrified whimpers beginning to fade. My muscles spasming like unyielding, 
cramping wildfire throughout my entire body. 


"Slash! Slash, no! No, no, no, fuck, what'd you do?!” 


The burning tears on my face weren't mine. The arms | was cradled in were warm. So, so, angelically warm. | 


was cold.why was | getting cold? 

Duff was speaking so fast | could barely understand him. He was devastated, whimpering, mumbling, murmuring 
hushed and panicked, "No, no, no! Fuck, this is my fault.this is my fucking fault! Slash, can you hear me? Fuck, 
can--can you answer me? Anything! Say anything, do anything! Something!” 


Fingers unglued the hair from my wet face, frantic and gentle. Fingertips touched my mouth, like placing molten 


glass to ice. 
"God, your lips are turning blue! No, no, no, come on! Baby, please! Come on, breathe, damn it! Please, please." 
Taps to my face. Loud smacks. | knew they should've hurt, but they didn't. 


"Come on, come on." 


| felt myself laid flat, a heavy weight resting upon my chest, but air still refused to flow into my lungs. 
“Slash, please! Come on, goddamn it, breathe!" 


Warmth met the side of my face. | heard a heartbeat, filled with worry, filled with sheer terror as much as 


his voice, "Come on! Let's go! God, fuck, please." 


| was fading with a bodily clamber, my heavy, draining weight being jostled | couldn't see. My sense of touch 
was leaving. My hearing was the only thing that seemed to work That and my heart, which would spend its 
final beats pumping nothing but shame throughout me. 


Suddenly there was light. A minuscule, tiny crack of yellowy light, and he was there, his hand on my face, his 
tears falling on my flesh, his visage broken, terrified, disbelieving. 


"Baby, please," | could faintly make out the quiver of his lips as he spoke, begging, pleading, hopeless. The ceiling 
was moving. His hair was blowing. "Please, don't go! Not again.not for good, please.. Please, please, Slash, don't 
leave me.. | don't care what it takes, I'll do anything! Just don't go! Don't fucking go!" 


| was floating. | was floating and rocking in his arms. In the last embrace | knew I'd ever feel. 


There was no joy in it, though. No bliss. No respite. Only sorrow. Only shame. Only self-abhorrence and disgust 
for what I'd done. 


All those times in the past few weeks I'd thought to myself, "I just wished I'd fucking die." 
| didn't want to. Not anymore. 
But it was too late. 


| deserved my last moments to be spent listening to someone | said I'd never hurt, to someone | said I'd spend 
my life with bargaining for mine, listening to him cry and beg and plead, to feel his tears on my face and his 
hands brushing my hair, holding me near. | deserved my last sight to be his agonized face, his teary eyes, his 
brokenness. | deserved it to be replayed for eternity, for certainly there was no heaven, and even if there was 
what business had | there? 


Duff didn't deserve that, though. He didn't deserve any of this. He deserved no more pain, no more 
complications from me. He didn't deserve for history to be repeated, for his worst fears to be replayed live 


for him, his worst nightmare come back to life. 


But | deserved to bear the knowledge that his last memory of me alive would be hearing my choking gasps, 
seeing me writhe and whimper in unimaginable pain, my lungs and heart freezing, giving up, my skin coated in 


sweat until | fell lifeless, my last breath exiting as he held my seizing body. 


"No, baby, please! | love you so much! God, don't go.. Fucking fight it! Fight it Slash, come on! Please.. No.. I'll get 
rid of her. I'll get rid of the kid! I'm sorry. I'm so sorry! MLI fix everything! | love you. | love you, so fucking 


much, baby, please.. Please.. Please don't leave..don't go." 


Chapter Eight: A Life and A Death 


Author's Notes: 

Well, little one will be here in less than three weeks, and I'm not near as far through this story as | thought 
I'd be. Had a hospital stay the other day so they could watch my blood pressure, and everything came out 
alright! He's doing just fine, as am |. Just gotta rest like crazy for the next three weeks and hope like hell my 
blood pressure behaves! Also, apologies for this depressing chapter. I'm guilty of procrastinating on it simply 


because it was a rough one, but this should be the most dismal one for a while. 


Late March, 1991. 

"Sir, you need to leave. You need to give us space to work" 

"Im not leaving! | called you and Im not leaving until he's okay! Help him! Fucking do something!" 
"Sir, you need to calm down Calm down, step back, or we'll call the police” 

"Damn it, hurry up! He'll fucking die! Stop fucking around and do something! 

"Holy shit, Greg, l.. | think.you know who this is?! 


It doesn't matter! Fucking help him! It shouldn't matter who he is! | kept him alive this fucking long, fucking do 


something!" 
| was barely hanging on, clinging to life, listening without reaction to the sounds around me. 


Duff was a fucking wreck Before two strangers arrived | had been dimly aware of a mouth on mine, lungfuls 


of breath filling my own, my chest deflating and a weight pressing upon it. 

"That's it.. Come on, come on, keep fighting.breathe.. Come on, Slash, you can do it.” 

More artificial breath from lips soft and familiar, like burning, velvety rose petals upon mine, cold as death. 
"There ya go. There ya go.. Come on, you got this, baby. Fight it! Fight it!" 


| was cold. Í was so, so cold. | wasn't shivering but completely still, the only warmth | felt from the body 


guarding me. 


"Administering Narcan." 


With a tremendous gasp | was hurtled through a nonexistent wall of icy, glacial water so cold it burned my 
face. My head pounded as if I'd been slamming it into a wall for hours on end, and the first thing | realized was 


that | didn't recognize anyone around me. 


| tried to skitter away like a terrified rabbit but my limbs were too weak to budge my weight. Men in 
uniforms with shining badges were bad things. The words they said made no sense. Their outlines were fuzzy, 


their commands and questions unwanted and unwelcome. 


The only sound | could make out was the thundering heartbeat in my head as my startled eyes flit back and 
forth from intruder to intruder. It matched the uncontrollable racing of my heart, the unyielding, wild 


fluctuation of sudden vulnerability and chemically-induced paranoia. 


| had two strangers sternly lecturing me right in my face, demeaning, condescending, treating me as if | were 


nothing more than a criminal, a waste of life. 


Something in my gut rolled. Without warning a mass of puke spewed from my throat, splattering all over my 
chest and dousing the strangers who crowded me. 


Disgust radiated from them, and their words didn't register into my delirium as wave after wave racked me, 


the force of vomit pummeling the back of my throat so hard my instant migraine intensified. 


| was shivering now. | was shaking and quivering, covered in cold sweat and warm, rancid puke. | had just 
realized that my clothes were soaked, too. | was wet to the bone, and upon looking up | vaguely realized where | 


was. 


| blinked, lost, but recognized the tiles, the shower head, a small, stuttered drip of frosty water pattering 


between my bare feet below. 

| was in my home, but, but what happened? Everything felt dreamlike and fuzzy. 

The two men had backed off, but then another taller, bigger someone came into my vision, uttering the first 
clear words | could understand, "Don't you see he's fucking terrified and confused?! Give him some space! The 


fuck kind of paramedics are you?!" 


| knew that voice. The second it registered | felt myself wither with teary misery, reaching out, arms 


outstretched like a frightened child 
| was instantly taken in by a familiar presence, and | crumbled the moment his arms were around me. 
| was jittery, paranoid, and still incredibly wired from the coke, but it didn't stop me from falling apart, from 


sobbing and whimpering uncontrollably and begging, "I'm sorry, I'm sorry! | wanna go home, | just. just wanna 


go home." 


"I know, | know." Duff was shaking as strongly as |, this voice simultaneously shattered and relieved. "We'll go. 
We'll go, | promise, but these guys need to finish checking you out. You..you were almost gone. | managed to 
keep you alive until they got here, but.but;" a devastated sob burst through his previously well-held manner, 
"y-you barely made it." 


‘I'm sorry." was all | could mumble, sick, sore, worthless. "I'm sorry." 


He was pulled away and | was again crowded, poked and prodded, looked over, then scoured over again, no real 
effort to clean the putrid puke from me made, but worked around in a repulsed manner. The strangers weren't 
exactly kind, but at arm's length with a sort of cold indifference, like treating me was a waste of time because 
they or their coworkers would most likely have to come back a second or third time, hoping to find me dead 


so as not to squander precious resources. 
They were wrong, though. 
That was it. That was really, truly the end. 


| closed my eyes, shielding them from the piercing light that stabbed my brain through my pupils. The 
headache was unlike anything I'd ever felt before, any migraine, any head injury. | instantly felt as if | were in 


withdrawal: ill, shaky, sweaty, and | worried that more vomit would make its way from me, but it didn't: 


The pokes and prods had stopped, and | woke up, hadn't even realizing I'd been asleep at the feel of warmth, of 
tepid water flowing over me, of the rustle and light patter of water falling over my lower torso and legs, of 


gentle hands removing my clothes, washing the filth from my body. 


Time was skewed. | wasn't sure how Id fallen asleep because of all the coke surging through my system. 
Maybe the paramedics gave me something. My vision was blurry, my head fuzzy and pained. | felt awful, and 
not just physically when | looked up into the face of my caretaker. 


"l. 'm sorry," | whispered again, my expression twisted into guilty agony. It was my version of a quiet, broken 


record. "I'm so sorry...” 


"I know you are. It's okay, sweetheart," Duff replied, his voice hushed and rough from emotional drain. "Let's 
just.get you taken care of. Get you clean and get you home." 


Even in his soothing tone there was a back light of..of being fed up. | could sense it, as if | could smell it more 
so than hear it. There was a hint of exhaustion, of..something akin to being near giving up. It made tears well in 


my eyes. 


‘I'm done." | spat out a tiny chunk of something that had lodged between my cheek and gum when I'd puked, the 
gesture so weak it only landed in the middle of my chest. Duff instantly directed a stream of water over the 


top of his hand to wash it away, glancing faintly at me as | promised, "I mean it. I'm, l'm fucking done." 


Duff sighed, looking anywhere but my eyes, mostly at the stubborn bits of vomit he was attempting to 
gingerly scrub from my bare chest. He softly but firmly said, "How many times have | heard that, Slash? How 
many times had / said that to you, ya know? l.. | can't keep doing this. You can't. |." 


"I know." My reply was a whimper through quivering lips. "I'm sorry." 


Duff didn't respond. He only kept carefully washing me, even taking the time to shampoo and condition my hair, 


neither of us saying anything more. 


Noiseless tears trickled down my cheeks, and Duff looked upon them with the concern of someone at the end 


of their rope, of someone who wanted to mend but was at a loss, a broken, defeated darkness in his eyes. 


The atmosphere was silent and tense between us as he dressed me and helped me down the stairs and to the 
car. He practically had to carry me. My every muscle was spent, limp and agonizing, unwilling to support my 
weight. | guessed it was from all the muscle contractions. | hurt all over as if I'd been repeatedly run over and 
dragged behind a vehicle, but | tried not to show it. | tried not to make a sound, but the fact that my weak 
legs couldn't even bear me standing on them was a big giveaway, as well as the hushed hisses of pain that 


sizzled through my teeth. 


Duff didn't mind helping, even with his tired, jaded demeanor. He'd gently placed me inside the car, and even lit a 


cigarette for me before he slid into the driver's seat. 


We both drew long, heavy drags, mine exhausted and ashamed, Duff's tense and equally fatigued, but | knew 


without a doubt our wearinesses were complete opposites. 


A block of scenery had rolled by, the cool, early, stormy evening giving way to the inky, cloudy night. Half my 
cigarette was gone when | was struck with a sudden question, the inquiry asked with the stiff caution of one 


defusing a bomb, "How..how'd you know?" 


| expected (or wanted) him to yell, but Duff shrugged and shook his head gently, so the ends of his hair wisped 


side to side in the blowing air from the heater. 


He spoke slowly, croakily, as if it were painful, "I didn't. Not really. I'd been dropping off food for you, and | just.. 
| just had a feeling. | can't explain it. Been on edge all day. You were constantly on my mind. | was more worried 
about you than usual, so figured I'd drop the food off, and." His lips tightened in discomfort and he waved a 


vague hand my way. 


| nodded, unsure if he saw as my eyes were glued away from him, attached to a far, nonexistent point on the 


gloomy horizon. 


| wanted to talk more, but it was no use. What was there to say? What could | say? "I'm sorry," seemed 
meaningless because | knew if | was sorry | wouldn't have put him in the situation | just had. It was horrible 


because | was truly sorry, but | doubted my repeated apologies would put a dent into his pain 


All | wanted to do was rest my head against the window and drift off, but whether merely to sleep or to 
vanish into nothingness was up for debate. | was tired of feeling empty inside, but I'd never felt emptier. All 
those weeks, all those nasty internal comments I'd made to myself, all of it seemed insignificant, like | should've 
grown some balls, acted like a fuckin’ man and sucked it up, dealt with the situation instead of sneaking about 


with shots and bumps. 

| knew how Duff was trying to be up front about his responsibility, yet there | was, my mind callous and 
elsewhere when I'd said I'd be there alongside him. It's not like he hadn't noticed, either. Sex had been off the 
table for a few weeks. As soon as those books were being read in bed beside me at night, it was a death 


sentence. 


"Shit." | was gingerly jostled awake by Duff's quiet, spat hiss, and upon opening my heavy eyelids | understood 


his sizzling curse. 
There was an unfamiliar car in the driveway. 
What was left in my stomach boiled. 


Duff's brows were tangled with worry as the car rolled to a stop, his knuckles white as he restlessly gripped 
the wheel, repeatedly flexing his fingers, his discomfort palpable. 


His throat sounded as dry as a bone, "Just, uh.let me.. Lemme get her out" 
"Just get me inside," | sighed, more of a petulant groan, using too much of my strength to so much as open 
the car door. My tone was frustrated with more than my weakness, "Just. Help me. | wanna go to bed. | don't 


fucking care." 


"I thought she'd be gore," his words were heavy with remorse, the car chilly with March air and hurt feelings. 


"I told her to go after | left. She came by to pick up some stuff for the baby right before, and |--" 

"Let's just go, Duff" 

His tense swallow was audible in the silence. "Okay." 

No matter my anger with my wrecked body, it simply refused to work properly. This time Duff really did have 
to carry me inside, but you know what? | was snide as fuck when we entered the house to see some strange 
woman sitting on the couch, a light beige knitted scarf around her neck, a red sweater and black skirt donning 
her frame, along with black boots and tights. 


| hid behind the shielding curtains of my hair, my gaze burningly furious and standoffish. 


"She" seemed more confused than irate, curiously eyeing me cradled in Duffs arms until he firmly yet gently 


declared, "You need to leave." 


"Why?" She rose to her feet, revealing herself as rather tall, her long, fake blonde hair sweeping over her 
shoulder. Her lip curled as her brow rose,"Who's that and what..what's wrong with him?" 


Duff stiffened as | tightened my grip on him, nuzzling my face into his neck. If | wouldn't have felt like | was on 
death's door | would've grinned like a smug little shit. As it was my shrouded, daggery leer continued. "He's, uh.. 
He's sick and | need to take care of him. Just.. I'll call you later, okay?" 


Thats right, bitch Get the fuck outta our house. 


"She" opened her mouth to protest, and | noticed a flare of heat radiate from Duff. His shoulders were so 
tense they were rock solid as he growled a low, impolite, impatient warning, "Susan, would you just fucking gol 


Ill call and explain everything later. Now just go! | got shit to take care of" 


There was no relief at learning her name, and certainly none to be found as she scowled and stomped past us 
out the door, a small bump already visible through her clothes. 


| wanted to hurl all over Duff in sheer disgust, but | restrained myself. | was sure I'd be doing plenty of that 
during the next few days. 


Duff sighed at the sound of a car door slamming shut, then the stress in his shoulders eased a fraction once 
the sound of the engine fading into the distance at last disappeared. | didn't move in my comfortable arm 
cradle, but | managed to relax just a hair when | physically felt his own calm, which, to be honest, wasn't 


much. 


His voice was ghostly, far away as he mumbled, "Sorry. | just.. | thought she'd be gone. | tried to keep you 
apart, but." 


"IFs fine." | shrugged with my arms still clasped around his neck, my concealed cockiness gone, my gloom and 


irritation returning. "I just wanna lay down. Just.take me to bed, please." 

| was thankful for Duff's new strength for the short journey up the stairs. He hardly jostled me at all, and 
smoothly laid me in bed before he helped me get undressed and pulled the covers over me. His touches were 
tender, yet his atmosphere belied his distress, his worry, his discomfort, even his..repugnance. 

| understood why he felt that way, even if it made a pit of despair rend me in two. 

Despite all the unspoken feelings from us his soft, concerned kiss soothed an alarmed, shameful beast within 
me. | melted at that single, gentle, loving peck upon my lips and at the feel of his hand smoothing my hair from 


my cool, sweaty forehead so he could press another to it. 


Then he peered down at me, his eyes stormy, weary, and troubled as he pat me, rearranging my curls as we 


shared a look in silence, a familiar, sick blackness gnawing at my guts. 


The pad of his thumb traced my cheekbone, catching a tear that had escaped me, a spawn of my turmoil, my 
guilt at his tenderness. 


"Y-you should prolly get some rest, sweetheart" His voice was rough as metal scraped over rocks. "You're 


gonna need it, ya know. Can l.. Can | get you anything?" 


"You," | said without hesitation, but with much fear. "If.if you don't mind." His thumb still stroked my cheek and 
| nuzzled against it, absorbing the warmth and emotions in his touch, my hand reaching out to tug his leg, to 


draw him closer. "You're all | want. Even if | don't deserve it." 


"Doesn't matter what you deserve. | just want you better. | want you home." His brows dipped, bowing with 
sadness as he fought his cracking voice, fingers still gliding across my cheek. "Y-you scared the shit outta me." 


My chest was burning with shame, yet | patted the bed beside me, unsuccessfully struggling to push back my 
own tears. "P-please? Lay down with me?" 


Duff nodded, quickly stifling a sniffle. He shed his clothes, including one of my shirts, as he'd changed after 
hugging my vomit-drenched body, and slid in beside me, his arms taking me in, cradling me to his chest, his 
fingers light in my hair, his body heat drawing my sick, chilly frame in like a moth to a flame. 


| hid my face in his chest, silent, shivering sobs instantly wracking me, illness sinking its gnarled claws into me, 


guilt never, ever releasing its hold on me. "I love you, Duff. I. I'm sorry." 


| felt him nod in my hair. A kiss was placed upon the top of my head, and his chest vibrated with emotion as 
he, too, broke down, holding me closer, holding me tighter, tears slowly beginning to soak into my hair. "I love 


you, t-Too." 


It wasn't but a few minutes later my first, big wave of withdrawal hit. A swell of nausea forced me from his 


embrace and into the bathroom for the first time of too damn many. 
Duff understood. He knew what to do when | was like this, and | loved him for it. 


For days he held my hair and made me whatever scraps of food | felt as if | could hold down. He dabbed my 
forehead with a cool or warm cloth, whichever | needed to provide me comfort. He held me and spoke soothing, 
soft words whenever | craved companionship to ease my suffering, and he granted me space when it got so 


bad | wanted to be alone, to agonize, and sweat, and groan, and be sick in solitude. 


Eventually days passed, and a small, everlasting eternity later, the pain subsided. The fires that cracked and 
roasted my bones extinguished. The slick, sick sweat that coated my body dried. The churning, unrelenting 


nausea quelled, and | was able to rest. 


But, even along with the hell | had been living in, in my quieter, calmer moments between the upheaval of my 


body rebelling against my actions, | had time to think. | had a lot of time to think. 

And that, more than withdrawal, made me feel more ill than | had ever actually been. No flu, no food poisoning, 
no nothing made me feel as desolate, as destroyed, as queasy, or as if I'd die than the cold, hard conclusion l'd 

come to while tossing, turning, puking, and crying for more than my physical ailments. Even in the moments we 
were Together a sense of finality crept into them, an ominous sense, a horrible, heartbreaking realization that 


maybe..maybe.. 


"Good mornin’, baby doll" Duff's embrace was warmer than | had expected, his nose affectionately pressed to 


the side of my face, his lips smiling against my skin. "You look like you're feelin’ better today. Ya hungry?" 


He softly kissed my cheek, a sunniness radiating from him, that subtle, contagious contentment | loved so 


much. 
That | would see for the last time and shatter before the hour was over. 


Despite my dry throat and my flip flopping stomach | nodded as | sat up slightly, returning his smile with a 
forced, sleepy grin of my own, disguising my pain, "Y-yeah, actually. Starving." 


"Anything you want?" His lashes fluttered against my skin, gentle wisps whose affection | didn't deserve. 
"Anything special?" 


“Surprise me," | offered, aware of how | was distancing myself, wary to kiss him, wary to hold him no matter 


how | yearned for it, no matter how it felt as if | were going against my every want and desire. 

| kissed him anyway, longing to give into the happiness, his happiness, and watching, a swirling blackness 
somewhere where my heart and gut used to reside, as he quickly crawled from the bed under a sudden burst 
of inspiration, turning back to smile sweetly at me before leaving the room, "I know just what to make." 

| swallowed a burning shot of acid that forced its way up my throat. 

This is wrong. This is wrong and you know it is. You shouldn't do it.you know you shouldn't 

Í feel lke | have no choice. It's.its too big of a risk and | can't take it 

IFs wrong. You'll regret if. 

I | can even do it. 


No. No. L. | have to. Its for the best The best for him, not for me. 


You don't really believe that, do you? 


| don't know what | believe anymore. 


| didn't feel the wonderful heat of the shower on my aching body that morning. | didn't register the plush 
fluffiness of the towel | dried off with, either. | didn't taste or feel the burn of the liquid courage | snuck for 
the inevitable. Fuck, | hardly smelled the delicious, sweet scent that made my empty, gnawing stomach growl 
eagerly as | descended the stairs, pet the dogs good morning and nearly tripped over Max as he wound around 


my ankles. 


| was numb and trying desperately not to show it as | sat down, nervously eyeing the massive stack of peanut 
butter and chocolate chip pancakes, complete with melted peanut butter sauce, chocolate syrup, and whipped 


cream atop them, the instant they were placed before me. 


Duff was jolly as could be, clearly happy to start getting life back to normal. He was all soft smiles as he 
gathered silverware and poured coffee, finally sitting down to dig into a meal | knew was fucking sacrilege for 


one so health conscious. 
| mustered a grin, praying like hell my gloom didn't seep through it, and dug in as if nothing were wrong, as if 
there wasn't a bubbling pit of acid eating through my gut, as if it was just a normal morning when Duff 


decided to make something special, like for birthdays or anniversaries, or just because he felt like treating me. 


It really hurt, though. Of course this was the day Duff would choose to make one of my favorites, a dish | 
looked forward to like a kid to Christmas, and | was so distraught | could hardly taste it. 


| knew | had to, though. It'd be the last time I'd ever eat something he'd conjured up just for me. 
| hated it, nonetheless. It was just plain cruel. And he was so happy that morning, his hair like golden threads in 
the morning light from the open curtains, his eyes sparkling and joyously soft green, that merry, content aura 


glowing around him. 


But then, for a brief second, my eyes on him, | could taste every little flavor in the pancake. Chocolate, peanut 


butter, even the subtle hints of vanilla and cinnamon. 


And it made me want to bawl, and throw a temper fit, and demolish everything in my path! | couldn't believe | 
had to do this, but | felt as if | had no choice. It was too dangerous. / was too dangerous. 


Duff had noticed something was up. | wasn't sure if I'd made a sour face or if he just picked up on the air 
around me, but his head tipped slightly to the side, his brows knitting as he looked me over. "You okay, baby? 
Everything alright? Everything taste okay, or.” 


"No, it's, it's wonderful, sweetheart." My voice sounded alien to myself. “Just.” 


lm not ready. | cant do this, | cant. 


Then dont 
"Duff, |. We.’ 

Don't fucking do it: DO NOT. 

"Duff, we.. l." 

"Slash, are you.. Are you alright?" 
"Im leaving" 


| didn't say the words so much as force them through my strangled, closed throat. | even reflexively gagged 
on the first word. 


| didn't want to look into his eyes, but | figured if | was going to break his fucking heart | owed him the 


gesture. And | had never, ever before been so afraid of shared eye contact, even as shy as | am. 

Duff was no fool. There was no, "Where ya goin?" No, "Wher'll ya be back?" Just a forced swallow of pancakes 
that had turned to saw dust in his mouth chased with a speedy sip of coffee that threatened to be 
regurgitated on the table between us. 


His startled eyes were glued to the plate before him. He swallowed again, nodding slowly, his hands ducking 
beneath the table to restlessly wring his fingers. 


He finally looked up and | flinched in defense, waiting breathlessly for his voice to raise, for him to storm and 


demand answers, to knock the dishes from before us and lose his temper. 

I'd never seen that gorgeous, deep emerald fade to grey so fast as he asked, hushed and hoarse, "Why?" 

It reminded me of when I'd gotten home in November. He wasn't being callous or cold, but rational, trying to 
understand, trying to shut down his frightened emotions to hear me out, but the look in his eyes, like 


shattered glass glistening in the sun, betrayed his collected mien 


| felt like an asshole, watching my fingers tangle beneath the table like a terrified, chastised child afraid to look 
their parent in the eye. 


‘Its not.. Its not because | don't love you anymore or think we're a bad fit," | frowned, feeling my heart 


squished between two bricks, trying to keep my bottom lip from quivering, "I just... | feel like |.-that |." 


| looked away, digging the heel of my hand into my eye socket the instant tears flooded my vision 


"You what, Slash?" His voice was flat, but undeniably heartbroken, hurt, and lost. "You fucking what?" 
| inhaled shakily, my hands trembling, my half-eaten pancakes tumbling in my stomach. 


"I just.. | know I'm fucked up," | pried my eyes from my lap, forcing myself to meet his injured gaze, unable to 
ignore the silent tear that rolled down his cheek. "And I.. | don't wanna take the risk of fucking up your 
sobriety." | paused to speedily swipe a few tears from my face, taking a half-second break to glance away 
from his questioning gaze. "| can't. can't take that risk Its too dangerous. |. feel like I'm too dangerous. And, 
and unpredictable and." 


"I think you're being ridiculous." The words were gentle, but the edge behind them was stern "Don't you think 
you're kinda. jumping the gun? Sure, ya know, you had a few slip ups, whatever. But.." 


"You can't argue for me," | suddenly burst out, like a whip cutting across his sentence. "You can't.defend me to 


myself. | know l'm a danger. | know I'm a.a threat.” 


"A threat? Why're you a threat?" His brows knit together as he scowled. "You're just fine. | think you're being 


irrational." 


"| damn near died in your fuckin’ arms a few days ago! Again" | slammed my hands upon the table as | sprung 
up from it, my voice distressed and short, my heart shredding to pieces in my chest. "Even you have to admit 
that's fucked up! You know it is; | know it is! It's wrong, Duff, and | can't... |, | cant." 


All my rage at myself broke, dwindling to despair at what was to come, what | feared for his future if | was 


still unreliable, still built on crumbling foundation, still.. 
A fucking selfish junkie. 


My voice collapsed to a whisper. My eyes drifted around and back to him, and | gestured gently with my hands 
as | tried to articulate my reasoning, tears rolling down my face, "I can't keep on like this. For fuck's sake, | still 
drink around you! What happens when | really, really fuck up? What.what happens when | drive you to the 


brink and it's..its over for you? |, | couldn't." 


Silence. Silence as tense as I'd felt since | told Axl | was quitting the band thrummed between us. We were both 


teary, both quiet, both shattered. 


| could tell by the look on Duff's face he understood, even if he didn't outwardly agree. He could no longer 
disguise his sadness, his hurt, even some anger that showed through. | wondered if he hadn't thought about all 
this himself but proceeded to keep quiet in favor of working things out. We'd always worked things out no 
matter what, but this time maybe..maybe we were just too far apart on something so important to our lives, 


something that had the potential to gravely impact our existence. 


Duff did a great job of keeping himself together, but | recognized the gloom surrounding him, the invisible, 


looming black cloud above his head. | wondered what he was thinking, what he wasn't telling me. He was deep in 
thought, his brows low and bunched, his eyes dark and stormy, his face unable to disguise his agony, the hurt 
carved starkly on his features contrasting morosely with the morning light streaming through the kitchen 


windows. 
| didn't have to wait long to find out. 


He flattened his hands on the table, his index and middle fingers drumming slowly, uncomfortably upon the 

wooden surface before he raised his gaze to me. He cleared his throat, slightly shaking his head to steady 

himself, his voice grave, "If you really believe we don't belong together take off that ring | gave you. If you 
truly, truly believe we have no future, then leave it right here." 


The tapped the spot near the middle of the table, his eyes glistening with sorrow and fear. | saw the emotional 


shake in his hand as he made the motion. 


Being stomped in the face would've hurt less, but | understood where he was coming from. It was an 


ultimatum, a question to see if my heart was still with him and not elsewhere. 


| stared down at the ring, the little white gold and red and black dino bone band that meant so much to me, 
twisting it around and around my finger. | could hardly see it through my tears. 


"|. can't," my voice quivered. | shook my head, unable to stifle a sob that burst through my throat. 


All those years, all those memories that band represented.how could | throw it away? | loved Duff. | cared so 


much for his safety and well being. | couldn't discard it, but I. couldn't stay, either. 


Duff nodded, studying me with a cautious eye. | knew he saw no deceit, no bullshit, no fronts. | only felt empty. 
| only felt like | was betraying everything | knew, turning my back and running away, even if | felt as if it were 


the right choice. 


"You know itll never work," his voice was gruff with suppressed emotion itching to burst at the seams. 


"Doesn't matter if it's ten days or ten years. It'll never stick." 


"| know, but l.. | couldn't take it if." | was shaking all over now. The pain of withdrawal was nothing to the pain 
of heartbreak and knowing | was shattering the life and love of someone who meant the world to me. "If | 


pulled some fuckin’ stunt and it made you do something stupid and you..and you..." 


| dropped into my seat, lighting a cigarette in a failed attempt to calm myself as Duff looked on, his walls 
dropped, his misery on full display. 


‘lm fucked up and we both know it," | dismally croaked, praying and hoping my honesty was as visible as his 
despair. "You're gonna have a kid, Duff. | can't be around a kid like this! l.. For fuck's sake I've already snuck 
whiskey before | came down here, and..and | feel like it's safer if |. If 1." 


"Slash." | had never seen Duff so hopeless, so terrified, so..so devastated, even at his lowest. His face glistened 
with tears and was contorted with excruciating, disbelieving agony. His voice cracked, fading into a whispering 


whimper, "you're the only constant I've ever known" 
Until then | thought | couldn't hurt worse. But | was wrong. | was so, so wrong. 


Duff was trembling now, too, his shoulders as unsteady as his quaking voice, "This.. Is it about, you know, her? 


About the..the kid?" 


"No," | shook my head, my cigarette wobbling in my weak grasp. | could tell by the look in his eyes he wasn't 
buying it. "This is about me, baby. This..this is all me. All my fuck ups. All my..” 


"Not being ready," he mumbled, as downcast as a beaten dog. "For the kid? For me to." 

"To clean up. Not the kid," | muttered to the table, resisting the urge to duck behind my hair. "Cause |." 
"You're just.not ready, | guess" 

"Y-- Yeah 

"|. | understand" He wouldn't even look me in the eye. 

He knew damn well addicts have to want to make the change. | did, | just.. | dont know. | didn't trust myself 


Another eerily unfamiliar stillness came between us, only broken when a flint scraped through the silence as 


Duff lit a cigarette. 


He inhaled as if that nicotine were oxygen, shaking like a leaf, his panic suppressed. "This.this doesn't mean you 
won't be around, right? Like.'ll still see and hear from you, right? We're..we're not gonna be dead to each 
other? Like, like the past ten fucking years never happened?" 


| didn't know how to respond. | didn't want to be that we-can-still-be-friends asshole, but inside | knew that 
Duff and | could never be “just friends." We had been through too much together. We'd shared too much, 


grown so much, and were too close to ever be "just friends." 


‘I'd still like to keep in contact if that's what you want," | inclined my head, hardly able to meet his destroyed 
gaze. "| can't imagine my life without you in it. | just.. | can't trust myself. | couldn't. couldn't live with myself 


if | drove you there. | almost have once and l.. | couldn't" 


Duff nodded, dragging the back of his hand over his teary face. He quickly crushed his half-smoked cigarette in 
the ashtray and rose from the table in a subdued frenzy, his manner frazzled, his expression crushed, his 


gaze never once meeting mine. "I... | gotta go." 


With that he darted out of the room. | heard keys jingle right before the front door shut, a soft sound so, so 


impossibly loud. An engine roared but | didn't see which car sped from the drive through the open curtain 


| buried my face in my hands, what was left of my resolve leaving me as | dissolved into a sobbing, shaking 


mess. 


Even with all our fights, all our bullshit, all the hard times we'd had through the years, | never, ever imagined 
those words leaving my mouth. The last five minutes felt like an out of body experience, like it wasn't me 
saying those things, like | was yelling at myself to stop as | watched the event unfold. | guessed it was too late 


now, though. He knew. There was no turning back 


The only question was where to go from here. How do you divvy through nearly ten years of possessions and 
memories? How do you divide them when they were always equal but for a few, select things? Records, books, 
clothes, decor, furniture, houses.. How do you separate the materials of two lives that have been so closely 
intertwined? When you shared and selected everything together, where is the line drawn? 


That, unfortunately, | hadn't thought about. | hadn't pondered how my decision would affect possessions, only 
how it would affect Duff in the long run. 


But even now | worried that this action of mine had possibly drove him too far. | knew he would probably 
never do it, though he'd already been tempted. Certainly if he was inclined to defile his sobriety the small 
stash of bottles | kept upstairs would've sufficed 


| figured | shouldn't dawdle. I'd already smashed two lives to pieces, so | might as well start cleaning up the 


mess..or cleaning my mess out, as it be. 


Clothes in trash bags, books in boxes, guitars in cases. So much left untouched, so many things | was unsure 


of ownership. 


| didn't take much. | knew there were still many things that needed to be separated, and | left Duff a note 
apologizing, saying that I'd soon return with the help | needed to remove the larger things, pinball machines, 
Baby's massive vivarium, the giant dinosaur statues he let me keep around the house, and the like, and for him 


not to stress, not to worry or fuss over it, that I'd take care of it. 


| didn't sleep that night, nor for many, many nights after. | didn't call Duff. Or anybody for that matter. | 
wanted to be alone. | wanted to brood and wallow in my pit of despair, in my grave I'd dug and now had to bury 
myself in, my only companions the snakes, my bottle, and the old photo of us at Christmas his mom had given 
me while he was in the hospital sat propped on the nightstand. 


Chapter Nine: Happy Anniversary 


Author's Notes: 
Here, have something a bit more lighthearted towards the end. This was originally going to be two chapters, 


but | combined it into two so they both weren't super short. Maybe it'll help smooth over the trauma of the 
last chapter, LOL. 


June, 1991. 


It had been a long few months on my own. All my possessions were in my house at last, scattered around me, 
still stacked in boxes, or just shoved in corners of empty spare rooms. The only things | truly got into were 
my clothes, guitars, and my massive collection of monster and dinosaur action figures. 


Back at home.| mean, at Duff's, I'd had what was essentially a massive battleground set up of Monsters Vs. 
Dinos, and in the pursuit of something to take my mind from the gloom that constantly needed to 
unsuccessfully be kept at bay | took time to set it up again, arranging the ranks, establishing new leaders, and 
the like. First Lieutenant Frankenstein's Monster now led the charge against Admiral Ankylosaur, so things were 
heating up, I'd say. 


It still didn't do much to ease my pain, nonetheless entertain me. It was just something to force myself to do 
between fitful sleep, hardly eating, and pretending everything was okay at in my personal life while | was at 


rehearsals. 


That's not to say Duff and | hadn't communicated since | left. No, we'd talked. We'd seen each other. In fact, 
back in early April | made good on my promise to go get the rest of my stuff, moving truck and grunts to lug 
the pinball machines, dinosaur statues, and other heavy crap at the ready. 


I'd gotten there early, figuring I'd have to pack everything up the rest of the way. When | pulled up the drive 
and garage was empty, so | figured Duff was either at the gym or probably had something to do with the 
Hosebeast's baby, but when | walked in the house, after being mauled by the fur brigade, that is, everything 


was stacked in the living room. 


The couch, tables, and armchair had been shoved to the wall, and everything was all gathered, labelled, and 
ready to go. Pinball machines were neatly lined up, as Duff had gotten one for me about every two years or 
so or when | found one | was in love with, all six of them, lights off and powerless, silent. My few damn near 
life size raptor statues were ready to go, too, right alongside them, hats, necklaces, and even one with a bikini 
top still in place. 


My eyes dropped to the boxes, though. A dim, grey bleakness settled in my chest upon seeing that familiar 
left-handed scrawl. Jewelry. Books. Knick-knacks. Tapes. Records. Misc. imp. 


The flaps of the boxes were folded in on themselves, and | knelt before them with a grim curiosity, a single 
label holding my attention more than the others. | pulled one towards me, the one labelled Misc. mp. 


| frowned at the black Sharpie that marked the box, and cautiously opened it. 


Mscellaneous Important, | translated, feeling the corners of my mouth tug downwards with the tears that filled 
my eyes upon seeing what rested upon the top. 


| picked up the book, tattered, worn, fucking ancient by our standards. | cradled it in one hand, running the 
fingers of the other over the leather cover, worn smooth and shiny from years of handling, quickly dabbing 
away the single tear that splattered upon it. | shook my head, gnawing my lip, threatening to burst into 
heartbroken sobs. 


It had been easy when | was alone. Sure, | cried, but | could also numb myself because | was surrounded by 
nothing in a place | had never truly called home. But now that this was in my hands, this piece of history, 
this..this account while | was in a place where so much of it occurred, l.. It felt too real. Too painful. 

"Hey... 


| startled at the soft greeting, quickly using the heel of my hand to force the dampness from my eyes. 


Duff knelt beside me, nearly silent but for a small clear of his throat. | hadn't even heard him come in. | could 


feel his eyes on me, yet | dared not look. 
"l. | didn't expect you so early," he said, a mere whisper. "I hope | didn't--" 


"Why'd you do this, Duff?" | shook my head slightly, my voice breaking into morose croaks. "Why.. Why'd you 
do this all by yourself? l.. | told you that Id." 


"| guess." | managed to look up, to see him through my defensive shields, his expression just as painful as it 
had been the day | left, the last time | saw him. It was a rarity for him to have his hair pulled back in a 
ponytail, and it was the one time | couldn't enjoy it. "I guess because as..as hurt as | am, as, as angry, ya know, 


l. I'd rather hurt. I'd rather take the hit than have you hurt, no matter what happened." 


| compressed my lips, shaking my head vigorously to conceal a sob that threatened me, but it didn't work. "H's 


not fair. That.that's not fair, Duff" 


"Doesn't matter what's fair." How could he sound so shattered and so resolute? "I. | love you. And, and no 


matter what I.! wanna help. I.. | wanna do what | can" 


| nodded, my fingers still caressing the supple, worn leather of the Journal with heartbroken affection. 


Duff shifted beside me, moving just a hair closer to inspect the book in my hands. "M-may |?" 


| wordlessly passed it to him, watching through my hair as the gingerly opened it, delicately flipping through 
the faded, yellowing pages. 


"A hell of a story in here," his tone was gravelly with emotion. "The story of us. It was your idea, you know, 


so l.l thought you should have it." 
| nodded again, agony devouring my guts. 


| hadn't made it far into the box, but another thing that sat below the Journal caught my eye, something Duff 
had had for years. 


It was like he read my mind. 


He pulled it out and shook it open, unfurling the faded black cotton splattered with bleach stains from an 
unfortunate laundry accident he'd never forgiven himself for. Duff was a bit of a pack rat--he couldn't hardly 
part with anything, even flyers from every single band he'd been in as a teenager, and that old CBGB shirt, | 
knew, was still as much of a favorite now as it was then, though it got much less use from its sheer age and 


condition. 


The black hole in my chest expanded. It was one of the shirts he always left with me when we were apart. | 
couldn't believe he would part with it, but | understood. |, too, had left several shirts hanging in my side of the 
closet for him, and they weren't anywhere to be found once | got home and halfheartedly studied the contents 
of the packed boxes. 


"You.. Baby, are, are you sure?" My tears freely flowed as | studied him, astounded, heartbroken. | couldn't 
fight it anymore. 


‘Of course." A strand of hair fell loose from his ponytail as he nodded, grazing across his cheekbone. His gaze 
was bleak, but | could still see the love, the care for me in them. "If | wasn't, would it be in here? Would these 
be in there?" 


He pulled out three more shirts, all of them sentimental, all of them bearing his scent. 


My head hung like a man about to be beheaded My shoulders shook, and emotion rolled through me the likes 


of which I'd never felt. This was..this was impossible. This was wrong. l. l. 


"| don't wanna go.." My admission was a whisper through tears, tears that blinded me, tears that | wished 


would stop, but knew were unrelenting. 


It was true. | was leaving everything | knew, my sanctuary, my only real home for the majority of my adult 


life. | was leaving memories. | was leaving a life. | was leaving what meant everything to me. 


Duff shifted even nearer, so near | could feel his benevolent body heat. A second later his head was upon my 
shoulder, his arm around me, and | didn't deny myself the comfort | craved, leaning into him, allowing him to 


soothe me, to be there for me, even though | knew it was wrong, even if it felt right. 
"Then don't," he softly replied, making me shiver in conflicted misery and calm with a kiss to my forehead. 


| have to," | frowned through my quivering lips, my entire body trembling with emotion. "Y-you know | do. | 


know | do." 
Duff sighed, long and forlorn, a sound filled with a million feelings, a million questions, a million wants. 


"Then, then maybe." he sighed again, faster this time, as if bracing for rejection, "maybe just for tonight? 
Just.just this one last night? Stay with me. Please?" 


His fingers found mine, gently entwining, his thumb lightly rubbing the top of my hand. "Please?" 


| knew the right thing to do was to say, "No," but there was no way | could. | knew it would only hurt more to 


leave the next day, but l.. | had to stay. 


That was the night | learned how making love could be filled with profound sadness. How could something so 
beautiful, that makes you feel so complete, leave you feeling such distress along with such comfort? It was a 
night of impending, permanent loss. It was a night of love, a night of happiness and simultaneous sorrow, and it 
was a night I'd remember forever. Every gentle touch, every soft kiss, every burning tear that prompted 


separation wiped away with unimaginable tenderness would not be forgotten 


It had been months since then, and | still thought about that night often, how powerful it was, the physical 
actions mingling so fluidly with our emotions. | tried not to remember the morning, though. | hated that 
morning. It stood for everything that was wrong with me, all my fucks ups, all my flaws, and, even as painfully 
gorgeous as the night was, that was what | wanted to remember. Not Duff broken, shaking and sobbing, his 
arms wrapped around himself as he watched me drive away. Not me, so blind with tears | hardly made it to 
the end of the street to turn, to be able to pull over and break down like the piece of shit | was. No. That 
night was for us. No matter the agony, no matter the misery, because even in it there was love the likes of 
which few people experience in their lifetime, and that was my anchor, my rock to cling to in my created 


maelstrom of tumult. 


I'd wound up bringing Max with me, since apparently Stupid Bitch was superstitious about the cat smothering 
the kid its sleep or some shit. Something about smelling the milk on it, | don't fucking know. But Duff, to my 


surprise, was adamant about keeping Houdini. 


"You-you're keeping him?" I'd searched his face, puzzled. "Even though everyone freaks out about reptilian 


salmonella and don't realize captive breds are treated for it? | figured she'd bitch about that" 


He made a nasty expression, one that told me it had been a point of contention. "I'm not giving him up. He's 
almost ten years old; he's nearing the end of his life and you gave him to me. | won't part with him; | don't 


give a fuck what she says." 
Even in my cold, churning innards of impending separation, that gave me some satisfaction. 


Time marched on, as it does. It stops for no one, and soon June was rolling around. Ten years. It would've been 
ten years. That wasn't lost on me and, for some reason, | still felt the need to do something, even if we were 


separated. 


I'd packed a box of gifts. Books, both fiction and non-fiction, with plenty of Civil War titles because that was 
Duff's current obsession, as per the few times we'd talked We'd honestly tried to keep to ourselves, but 
sometimes you just can't help it, can you? I'd stuffed in some of his favorite snacks, too, giant bag of caramel 


popcorn with almonds included, and just various little things | thought he'd like. 


The big ticket item was literal tickets, though. I'd done some research and managed to find a company that 
offered tours of old battlegrounds. It meandered through a few states, going to a few well-known, and some 
not-so-well-known hallowed places, and it just seemed like a neat idea, something to spark his interest, maybe 


get him out of the house for a little while. 


I'd mailed the box priority a few days ago, and it hadn't shown back up on my doorstep with a big, ugly, red 
RETURN 70 SENDER stamp, so | figured it had either been thrown away or graciously received. 


Still, | was curious. Against my better judgement | plopped down on the couch, picked up the portable phone I'd 
invested in and dialed the number, a number that was foreign to think of as Duffs, not ours. 


It took a couple rings, and, my heart hammering with both joy and fear, he answered, "Hello?" 


"Hey," | gently smiled, a bit hopeful, though wary. "Hey, um, | just wanted to call and see if you, uh, got that 


package | sent you a few days ago. l.. | know it probably isn't cool or whatever, but |--" 


"No, no, | got it. | loved it," his grin was audible through the phone, and it warmed my worried heart. "The 
popcorn's gone already," he chuckled guiltily, "but the tickets.. Dude, thanks so much for those. lim wantin’ to 


use ‘em here soon before summer ends and, ya know, responsibility kicks in" 


| hear ya," | nodded, ignoring the image of Duff being bogged down with kiddie toys and diapers that surfaced. 
“Thought it might be nice, though. Get you outta the house or whatever.” 


"Yeah, totally," | could imagine him nodding. The strike of a flint prompted me to light my own smoke. "Ya know, 
it's kind of serendipitous that you called, actually. There's, uh, gonna be somethin’ comin’ your way, too. Any 


minute now. | wondered if it was malapropos given our situation, but then | realized that | didn't care." 


| laughed slightly, a puffing nose laugh of genuine amusement. Even apart Duff and | still seemed to be oddly in 


sync. When we talked our conversations still had a nice flow, which was strange to me considering the situation 
| didn't wanna mention it or bitch about it, though. Even ten years later our jury was still out on whether or 


not jinxes exist. 
‘Oh? What'd you get me?" 


lm not gonna tell you," he scoffed, mingled with a snicker. "You're so fuckin’ nosy and impatient, man. Just 
wait. You'll like it, | promise." 


"You know | don't like surprises," | frowned at the beer can nestled between my thighs | was using for an 


ashtray. 
"Well, you'll like this one. Trust me a little, huh?" 
"Is it.somethin' I've been wanting?" 


Duff took a second, the only sound a musing, "Hmm." before he answered, "Yeah. You could say that. Somethin’ 


you've been wanting for a while, but even with your, like, crazy extensive list of connections haven't been able 


to find" 


"Well, that could be any number of things," | grimaced in thought, tracing my index finger around the lip of the 


can. "C'mon. Not even a hint?" 
"No, not even a hint, damn it," he giggled, making me chuckle, too. "Just wait!" 


| didn't have to wait, really. Before | could reply the doorbell rang. | dragged the portable phone along with me, 
Duff concealing his eagerness into soft sounds of excitement as | chatted with the FedEx guy, signed the paper, 
then had to guide a fucking stack of four massive boxes into the house. 


"Jesus Christ, what is all this stuff?" | asked as soon as the door was shut, cradling the phone with my 
shoulder so my hands were free to dig. But then | saw the big red LIVE REPTILES stamp on the side of the top 
box, and gasped like a thrilled kid as | sat it on the floor and delightedly ripped the tape from it. "Oh, shit! Did 


you get me new babies?!" 
Duff sounded as fuckin' excited as | was, "Maaaaaybe. Hurry up! | wanna know what you think!" 


| made short work of thrusting open the flaps and throwing out bits of paperwork, murmuring happily to 
myself as they flew everywhere like enormous sheets of tree pulp snow. | pulled forth not one, but six small, 
clear plastic totes with air holes popped through the lid above a healthy layer of dirt, the soil so damp drops 
of condensation blurred the contents of whatever was inside. Three boxes were marked with the symbol for 
male, the others female. 


| ripped one lid off of a male, since it was the last one | grabbed, and set it aside, carefully, but speedily digging 


my fingers into moist earth, fishing around for what lay inside. 


"Man, | know you didn't just send me boxes of wet hate-dirt, right?" | smirked, cautiously combing through the 
middle of the tote before venturing on the sides. "Cause | can't find what." 


My fingertips finally touched something cool, something rather thin and ropey that tried to shy away the 
instant | found it. 


| gently enclosed my fingers around it, cradling it as | very, very, gingerly pulled it from the dirt, scales, 
almost like shining mirrors appearing as the slender body broke through the dirt. 


"No," | voiced with hushed disbelief, a massive, knowing grin slowly stretching my face. "No way.. No fuckin’ way 


you found these..." 


"Congratulations, sweetheart," Duff beamed proudly through the line. "You're now one of the few proud owners 
of not one, not two, but three pairs of sunbeam snakes in the United States. Plus everything you need to take 


care of ‘em. Including a few months’ worth of food." 


‘Oh, no way!" | still spoke with slow, stunned incredulity, practically running out the door to observe such a 
unique creature in the sunlight, to admire its true, unimaginable beauty. "Where did.. How did.. l. I've never 


found a breeder, | mean.. What?!" 


"| figured you'd be pleasantly surprised," he chuckled merrily. "I had incredible luck and stumbled upon a guy 


one day. | picked ‘em out myself, so | hope you like ‘em." 


"Holy shit, they're beautiful." | was in awe as | watched the snake, like living, shimmering iridescence in the sun, 
slither around my wrist, its tongue frequently tasting the air. "I can't... | can't believe it, baby, |. I've looked and 
looked and, just.. Whoa." 


That was another thing, too. The pet names were hard to avoid, but we both didn't seem to care. There was 


no weirdness about it, just familiarity, even through the lingering pangs of hurt. 


"You're very welcome," he grinned through the line. "See, now you can breed ‘em and hook me up with a few so 


| can piss my baby mama off" 
"Eh, fuck her," | sniffed, too enamored with the snake to truly be perturbed. 


"She keeps barking up my tree, but I'm not particularly interested," Duff's tone was a verbal eye roll. "Enough 
of that, though. Those little guys have specific care instructions, ya know, so | hope you kept the papers that 
came with ‘em. Apparently they're really, really shy, so you all should get along well, or at least have an 
understanding of each other. | wouldn't harass ‘em too much. You got a bunch of other big babies to bother in 


the mean time." 


"Yeah, | got the papers," | said, figuring he meant the ones scattered across the living room, not that I'd 
mention that part. "Give ‘em a while to get settled in, give ‘em a few feeds and start associating with them. 


Oh, man. | can't wait! Thank you so much, man |, | feel like my gift box was fucking shit compared to this..." 


"Dude, no way. | just got it the other day and have already read two of the books you sent. The popcorn was 
gone practically as soon as | got it, and l'm makin’ pretty quick work of the other goodies, too. You did fuckin’ 
great! And I'm totally lookin’ forward to the Civil War Tour." 


"Yeah, lemme know how that turns out. And maybe, like, express mail me some barbecue, tool” 
"Hal Don‘tcha wish? You know, | was thinkin’ about that one place.." 


We talked for quite a while that day. Granted, our conversations were scattered, maybe one every few weeks 
or so, as there was this weird, unspoken agreement that we would try to move on with our lives. But we 
couldn't help talking, we couldn't help checking up on the other, and sending each other neat shit we came 


across, or just calling to say hi. 
Hell, during our call | even asked out of sheer curiosity, "How's the baby?" 


Duff seemed taken aback, though pleasantly, as he got quiet for a few seconds. "Uh, she's doin’ well, actually. 


Growin’ alright. Gonna be here sooner than | fuckin’ know it" 


"She?" | smiled. It wasn't mocking or angry, either. It was a real smile. Fuck, | hadn't expected that out of 
myself. After some soul searching later that day, | guessed that deep down, at the root of it all, | admired 
Duff for manning up and embracing his responsibility, even if | didn't understand or agree, no matter how 
much it hurt to talk or think about. "Aww, its gonna be a girl?" 


"Yeah," his chuckle was disbelieving. "Kinda makes it more real. More.. | donno. Believable. Though | can see it in 
ultrasounds, hear the heartbeat, and all that. l'm not carryin' it and dealin’ with it all the time, so it's still, like, 


an abstract concept to me." 


| nodded, though he couldn't see, watching the glossy, silvery brown snake slide from hand to hand. "Man, that's 
crazy. A little girl, huh? How..how you feelin’ about that?" 


"Fucking terrified. Fucking intimidated," he answered without hesitation. "Still! donno. Still kinda secretly hoping it, 


you know, isn't mine." 


"Yeah," my throat went a little dry at his admittance. Mostly because | was hoping for the same damn thing, 


too. 


We talked a while longer, no more real talk of babies, but of our normal topics, which, honestly, consisted of 
anything and everything. When the time came to say goodbye because | would have to jet away to rehearsal, it 
was as if everything and nothing had changed. 


“Alright, | gotta go," | really wasn't ready to go, but | had to get my new babies set up and comfortable before 
| headed out. "I'll let ya go. Don't wanna be late and piss off the guys, and | gotta get these tanks set up real 
fast." 


"Nah, | hear ya. Thanks for talkin’ to me, and for all the goodies," Duff smiled, and | smiled, too. "I'll catch ya 


later, yeah?" 
"Yeah, I'll give ya a ring sometime soon. | love--" 
| fell silent, my mouth twisting clumsily into an uncomfortable smirk 


But we both laughed. It was awkward. It was a mistake that kept happening each and every time we talked. We'd 
both chuckle. We'd both get flustered and confused, but.. 


‘| love you, too. Whether it's right, wrong, whatever. Happy Anniversary.’ 


"Yeah." Goddamn it, how my torn heart still fluttered. "Love you, too. Happy Anniversary, sweetheart. I'll talk to 
ya later." 


"Alrighty. Bye, baby doll." 


"Bye, baby. Take care." 


Chapter Ten: It's Real 


Author's Notes: 
Thirteen days until delivery day..let's see how far we can get! 


August, 991. 


Another shitty morning. Another hangover, a pounding, unrelenting hammering in my head. Another swig of 


scotch for my morning refreshment, bourbon just wasn't cuttin’ it. 
Something was the same, yet different. There was someone with me, facing away, bundled in the blankets. 


| reached over, scooting closer, my arm instinctively draping over their side, the prospect of imminent comfort 


making me smile. 

That..that wasn't Duff, though. My hand fell right on a tit, not the familiar, toned chest | was accustomed to. 
| opened my eyes, squinting at the person in question, scowling at the back of their head. 

Another blonde. Another fucking chick | scarcely remember picking up. 

Of course. 


| threw the covers off, sitting up in bed as quickly as my throbbing cranium would allow, a sense of disgust 
and loathing eating my stomach. 


This kept happening. For a couple months now there were strangers in my bed and | kept waking up to 
unfamiliar bodies, disappointed they weren't the one | was dying for. 


They were all too soft. They all smelled strange. Too flowery, too fucking strong. Their pussies were only wet 
for my fame. They were too goddamn shrill, yelling and fucking screaming, faking orgasm when | knew goddamn 


good and well | was doing a shit job, not even putting in a half-assed effort. 


They were there for me, not me for them; | didn't give two shits if they enjoyed themselves so long as | 
forgot my misery for a few minutes. There was no real connection, no real attraction other than physical. Just 
somewhere to shove my dick Just turn around, bend over, and let me fucking get off. Don't fucking kiss me, 


don't fuckin’ sweet talk me, and if you get anywhere near my fuckin’ ass it's fucking over 


Their whorish sounds and actions irked me to no end, and | always ended up comparing them. 


skin's too soft. She's so fucking loud. God, shut the fuck up. Have you ever even sucked a dick before? The fuck are 
you doing? 


Ugh, Duff would never sound like that Even when he's loud he's still got this soft, gentle edge to his moans. He 
knows how to touch me..this bitch cant even jerk me off right 


Then the fantasies would start. | could close my eyes and ignore them, let my mind wander to help get me off 
so long as they didn't scrape me too hard with their teeth. It was easier to imagine the juices dripping down 
my balls and the creases of my thighs as they rode me were spawned from a blow job by him instead of the 
wandering fame slut I'd picked up. 


And they were easy. They were all so easy. 
| hated them, and | hated myself. 


| stared at her for a minute, at her long, tangled hair the wrong shade of blonde, at the tattoo of a large, 
yellow daisy on her right shoulder. | supposed it had reminded me of the chrysanthemum on Duff's left 
shoulder. | guess it was close enough for me. When you're fuckin’ from behind the face doesn't matter much, 
does it? 


A shot of bile boiled in my throat the instant | remembered my initiating words, "Hey, I'm Slash. Wanna fuck?" 
There was no room for class. Not when | felt like this. 


Duff and | hadn't talked for a while. He was too busy preparing, too busy stressing. | figured I'd give him space 
and ease the encroaching pain with booze. Things were feeling real. The separation was feeling too real. The 


baby was too fucking real, yet | found myself preparing, too, unsure why. 


The Hosebeast was over a month late so it should've been here by now, but as time wore on, for Duff's sake, 
I'd ventured into a few places I'd never go. The sight of me wandering around the infant's section choosing 
outfits likely looked as strange as it sounds: a half-sloshed-by-noon, well-known for being a junkie and a 
trouble maker making his way around girly, pastel outfits and loads of pink, frilly cuteness was unheard of and 
lien, but for Duff | did it. | had a few bags of clothes and toys (all of them bright, polka dotted, and too damn 
cheery for the constant surrounding darkness) ready to go that he was completely oblivious to. | hoped they 


would be a nice surprise, but even more than that | hoped the receipts | kept could be used to return them. 


| had been staring at the intruder in my bed for a few minutes, pissed at myself, pissed at her, when | 
grabbed her shoulder and roughly shook her awake, sparing no politeness as | hissed, "Hey. Hey! Wake up. Get 
out. Mow" 


The mysterious bitch didn't appreciate the rude awakening. | was already out of the bed, lighting a cigarette 
and gluing what was left of my Johnnie Walker to my lips as | made my way towards the bathroom to piss 
when she groggily squinted at me, her burgundy lipstick smeared, the same shade | noticed was still ghosted on 


my dick. 
"What?" She lethargically asked, rubbing at her smudged eyes, like a hungover raccoon. "Why?" 


"You fuckin’ heard me." God, | was irritated and just fucking wanted her gone. "Get your shit, get dressed, and 
get the fuck out." 


She just stared at me, her brown eyes narrow as she didn't even fuckin’ budge. 


A wave of impatience made my liquored stomach boil. | snatched her clothes up from the floor and threw 


them right in her face, all patience gone, all my manners forgotten, "Are you fucking deaf or just fucking 


stupid? The fuck did | say?! Get The. Fuck Out. Now, goddamn it!" 


That was a gesture and command she couldn't pretend not to hear. The covers flew as she kicked them off 
and threw her dress over her head, grabbing up her black bra and leather heels as she stormed past me, 


being sure to slam her shoulder into my chest on her way out. "Fuck you! Fuckin’ asshole!" 


"Oh, fuck you, too, bitch," | snarled back, fingers probing at the throb in the middle of my chest. "Get the fuck 


outta my goddamn house; find someone else's dick to ride!" 
"Get fucked!" | heard her shriek as she stomped to the bottom of the stairs. 


"| would've if you actually knew how!" | threw myself through the open bedroom door, hanging from the frame 
as | yelled right back, "And learn how to suck a dick while you're at it! I've gotten better head and less suction 


from a fucking vacuum cleaner!" 


The front door wrathfully slammed, and stillness consumed the house as | dangled from the door frame, my 


head hung, my skin tingling with self-abhorrence. 


Max darted up the stairs, startled by the sound, | figured, and skittered to a halt before me, staring up with 


his massive green eyes. He meowed with urgent curiosity, his head tilting, his shiny black tail swishing. 


| took a second to calm myself, inhaling deeply and shutting my eyes. | wasn't mad at Max--l didn't need to 
fuss at him. 


"Hts alright, buddy." | reached down to scratch him between the ears, smiling faintly as he purred and nuzzled 
my hand with his furry cheek. "Just.bitches, ya know?" 


He chittered in response, almost like the chirp he used to hunt birds, still scratching himself on my fingertips. 


"Yeah, | guess you wouldn't know," | half-snickered. "You haven't had balls since you were about two months 


old" 


That fact didn't bother Max, though. He just followed me to the bathroom, waiting patiently curled up on a 
small pile of dirty clothes while | showered, eager to get the smell of strange skank from my body. 


And at least he'd finally ceased running circles around the house, looking in every single room and dark corner 


while screaming for Duff. 


By the time | got downstairs and made a pot of coffee it was nearly two in the afternoon. It looked like a nice 
day outside, a sunny, blisteringly hot California summer day, but | couldn't be bothered to do more than pour 
me a cup of healthily liquored up coffee and nibble halfheartedly on a bear claw that was going stale, my eyes 
vacantly glued to the copy of Pulp Fiction that had been wedged in the VCR since | moved out. 


My mouth silently and absently followed the dialogue, my mind wandering to where it always did when | was 
alone, which isn't hard to decipher. 


| wondered where he was. How he was doing. | wondered if the reason | hadn't heard from him in weeks was 
because he was finally telling me to get fucked. | mean, it was nothing more than | deserved, but a heads-up 


would've been nice. 


"That's when you know you've found somebody special," Mia Wallace said, my lips flopping numbly along with 
them. "When you can just shut the fuck up for a minute and comfortably enjoy the silence." 


| sighed morosely as the words registered, my eyes dropping as | picked at a fraying seam on the arm of the 


couch. 


Every silence was uncomfortable to me now. | was solitary most of the time and couldn't stand to be alone 


with my thoughts. A shitty reality for an introvert. 


| couldn't wait to be on the road again in a few weeks. At least there was something to do, places to go, people 


to be around. If | wasn't fucking static | wouldn't fucking think so goddamn much. 

| raised a smoke to my lips and lit it, sighing again with my exhale. 

The phone rang, and | was so in my feelings it didn't click until what had to be the fifth or sixth ring. | pried 
my eyes from the TV and picked up the phone on the end table beside me, grimacing with curiosity when | saw 
the name of a local hospital flash across the screen of the caller ID box beside it. 


Great. Who died now? was my first reaction, but then | remembered about, well.you know. "Hello?" 


The last time | heard Duff speaking so fast, frantic, and paranoid he was on the third day of a four day coke 


bender, "Hey. Hey, | know this isn't cool, but, but can you talk to me for a minute?" 


| instantly sat up, hit the mute button on the TV and frowned, drawing on my smoke to calm the tingle of 


alarm from the sheer amount of panic in his voice. "Hey, yeah, man, what's up? Everything okay? Everything 


alright? The baby okay?" 

"I. | donno." It sounded like he was tearing his damn hair out with worry. "|.we've been here forever. They 
induced, ya know, ‘cause she was late, and things aren't goin’ real well.” He suddenly drew a deep, heaving sigh, 
somehow yammering even faster, "Shit, |, | shouldn't be talkin’ to you about this. |, | know it, it isn't fair, ya 
know. It isn't right. Fuck, I'm sor--" 

"Duff, it's okay." And actually it was. Despite what was going on the fact that he called me for support wasn't 
lost on me. And hell, truth be told | was just glad to hear from him. "Take a breath, calm down, and tell me 
what's going on. Talk to me." 

"l. ts just." His stressed breaths rustled over the line. "We've been here forever; she's having a hard time 
with labor. They fucked up the amount of whatever shit they gave her and it sent her, like, instantly into hard 
labor. She's fuckin’ hurtin’, no meds, it's freakin’ me out, and it's been fucking, like, days, | think. | don't. don't 
fuckin’ know anymore. I'm just.l'm worried” 

| understood. | didn't really spare much, if any, emotion for the suffering she-devil because as far as | was 
concerned she could just go straight back to hell where she fuckin’ belonged, but with all the time and 
research Duff put into his baby manuals | could understand. He was invested. Plus he's someone who doesn't 


like to see people in pain, especially with a new life in the balance, even if he hoped it wasn't his. 


"They're worried about the baby goin’ into stress and they're..they're talkin’ about bad possibilities and shit | 
didn't read about, that | have no fucking idea about or how it works, and--" 


"Duff, do you need me to come up there?" 


That took him aback. His crazed muttering stopped, the only sounds to be heard the quiet murmuring of 
nursing staff in the background. 


He soon returned, hesitant, but apparently wanting. “Slash, l.. That's not fair. | can't ask that of you." 

‘| didn't ask if it was fair." My brows flattened, genuinely concerned. "Do you want me to come up there?" 
He made a series of confused, stuttering, indecisive sounds, like he wanted to say yes, but was afraid to. 
"Um... |, uh, need to tell ya something first..” 

| frowned at the phone, pulling it from my face the merest second. 

Well, that was cryptic as fuck. It worried me, like there was something dire | didn't know about. "What's up?" 


"l, uh." He sure sounded nervous. "I cut my hair. Like, really, really cut it.” 


"0h." My brows shot up in surprise. Of all the things he could say | sure as fuck didn't expect that one. | 
wasn't entirely positive it was a relief, though. "Like, short-short?" 


"Y-yeah.. Just needed a change. Was gettin’ in the way with my martial arts and stuff. It's.it's a lot cooler 


now. 


Yeah, that was probably true, but there was more to Duff lopping his hair off than met the eye, | knew that. 
He couldn't drink, he couldn't get high, so what the fuck else could he do? 


"Uh-huh. | don't buy that." | sucked on the inside of my cheek as | ashed my smoke. 
"Huh?" | could perfectly visualize his deer-in-the-headlights look. "W-what?" 


| explained with a knowing tone, a bit teasing to hopefully get a chuckle out of him, though | was entirely 
serious, "You know damn good and well you freaked out. Everything's changing, crazy shit's happening, you're 
stressed out, so you cut your hair. You always do something to it when things get rough, whether you dye it 
or just change up the cut a little." 


| made a disturbed face to my lap. Or a lot in this case. God, | wonder what he looks like. Been fucking twelve or 


thirteen years since lve seen him with short hair.. Fucking weird 


To my surprise he laughed, though it was the tense chuckle of someone who'd been caught in a lie. He sighed, 


sounding resigned, "You know, sometimes | think we know each other too well.” 


"Probably," | shrugged, a sad smirk playing on my lips. Ain't that the fuckin’ truth "What room are you in? | stil 
gotta--" 


My sentence went unfinished. From his side of the line there was commotion, an abrupt hustle and bustle. | 
heard his name being called, and a distinct, "It's happening," followed by a clamor of rushing voices and doors 


opening and closing. 


"Shit. |, | gotta go," He came back for the fastest second. He rattled off the name of the hospital, but | hardly 
made out the room number before he hastily blurted, "You don't have to if you don't wanna, but | gotta go. 
Now. Bye." 


| was left stuttering to a tone and gesturing concernedly in thin air, emotions, so many confused, conflicting 
emotions swirling in my chest. | lowered the phone, my brows pinched, studying the numbers on it as my 


thumb automatically clicked the End button. 


I'd been gung-ho minutes ago to get my ass up there and be present for him, but.but now | knew it was down 
to the wire. Duffs fate was who-knows-how-long away from either being free or shackled, and | had the 


damnedest nausea stirring in my stomach. 


Or maybe it was because | was hungry. Yeah, yeah. | was hungover, hungry, and fed up with myself, that's 
what it was. Had to be. Yep. 


| took the time to properly "disguise" myself, low ponytail, backwards cap, and sunglasses, and filled my flask 
for "emergency purposes" before | left the house, peppy, cheerily-colored bags of baby crap concealed in the 
trunk. 


| procrastinated a bit, stopping at a taco stand on the way to help quell my hunger pangs..and because it was a 
favorite of ours and | figured some food might be a nice pick-me-up for Duff after the..fiasco of the day. 
Was it bad that | also stopped by another place and picked him up a shake? Sweets help everything, right? 


Or was that just kissing ass? | don't know. | was trying to be supportive and comforting, not an asskisser. Hell, | 
even got Slut some food, too. Not that | really cared, but | didn't wanna be that dick that showed up with 


treats for only one person. 


And of course that day traffic wasn't the nightmare it always is. It only took me about an hour and a half to 
get from my house, to the restaurants, to the hospital. Go fucking figure. It was like life was just trying to 


put me on the express lane to disappointment. 


| was there too soon, tucking my car safely in a deserted section of the parking garage so | could slam half 
my flask and suck down a couple cigs without people staring at me. | got lost on the way to the entrance 
despite having been there a few times for friends, and even once because | needed a few stitches after an 
incident with a BMX bike, the roof, and a pane of glass that's a bit awkward to explain. Suffice to say Duff was 
less than thrilled with the shards of glass all over the yard and pool. 


After wandering my dumbass around with the stupid, bright ass bags for around fifteen minutes, | finally 
found an entrance that wasn't marked for employees or emergency exits. Turns out I'd walked clear around the 
fuckin’ building and managed to find that if | would've taken a left out of the parking garage instead of a right | 
wouldve been right where | needed to be. | fucking hate hospitals, especially massive motherfuckers thatre 
nothing more than a goddamn maze designed to make you want to blow your brains out in the elevator. Where 
the hell were all the signs denoting where the fuck to go?! 


To my surprise | recognized someone familiar outside the entrance, smoking a polite distance from the 
automatic doors. His back was to me, sure, but I'd been looking at the backside of Duff for over ten fuckin’ 


years, and.. 


| stopped dead in my tracks, a face I'm ashamed to admit bordered more on extreme dislike than I'd ever given 


him, a single, squinted eye and curled lip included. 
God, | fucking hate that short hair. 


What the actual fuck was he thinking?! 


I'm not sure if "hate" accurately described my perturbation, either. It was fucking dark, short as hell, and 
loosely spiky on top. It was his natural brunette, | knew that, but.but if it was that faded, not a shred of 


blonde to be seen, he must not have bleached it since | left. 


| knew | had to be polite, anyway, no matter how freaked out and troubled | was from something as simple as 
a fucking haircut. And guilty because | knew he preferred his blonde locks and was upset enough to not keep up 
with it. 


| decided to keep my cool, as | was here to support him, not bitch at him about how strange he now appeared. 
And, weird hair, baby, or not, | was still glad to see him. My fucked up heart would take anything it could get 


at moment. And let's face it, short hair was the least of our worries..or mine, rather. 


| tried to make my steps as quiet as possible upon the pavement, glad | decided on sneakers that day, strolling 
up beneath the covered awning while being sure to stay out of the reflection of the massive glass panes 
surrounding the automatic doors. | wanted to surprise him, but | was so wary | could feel myself bordering on 
my usual shyness when | had no reason to. This was Duff, after all. | didn't have to hide from hin, just.just 
maybe the answer | dreaded. 


| hopped up on the curb, sounding more timid than | realized as | softly called out, "Hey, daddy long legs." 


Duff spun around, a great look of confusion and an annoyance very much like a woman who'd just been cat 
called. When he saw it was me the fingers holding a cigarette before his mouth dropped with a small grin, his 
body language easing as if a massive weight had been lifted from him. 


"Hey, you made it!" His smile was genuine and beautiful, but | guess l'd been eyeballing him pretty intensely 
(probably ‘cause | was with that fuckin’ short hair) because it faded fast. He anxiously scratched at the back 
of his neck, at the short, dark brown hair, self-conscious as he glanced at the pavement with uncharacteristic 


bashfulness, his cheeks red and his smirk painfully awkward. "You..you hate it, don't you?" 


"No. No, | don't. It's." | squinted slightly as | studied him, hoping my glasses were dark enough to hide my eyes 
because | truly was trying to be polite and disguise how perturbed | was. "It's just..different. Haven't seen you 


with short hair in forever. | can hardly remember it." 


"That's bullshit. Thanks for lyin’, though." A small smile spread his face, prompting one from me, too. He waved 
a hand to the entrance of the hospital, "So, uh, you wanna go see her? | mean, ya know, if you want. If not, 


we... 


Then he looked down at the bags swinging from my hand, a glow of surprise absolutely consuming his grinning 
expression, slackening it into disbelief. "Whoa, you came bearing gifts, too? Man, you're really cute holdin’ and 

hangin’ out with the little ones, but | never expected you to, ya know, actually buy anything or step foot in a 
kiddie store." His face twisted into awkward guilt, and his gaze quickly flit away. "Especially, you know, 


considering the circumstances... 


| ignored that comment, as | was still hopeful that the kid wasn't his, and raised both the bags of baby junk 
and food. "Yeah, plus | figured you'd be hungry after all that shit. Tacos, just the way you like ‘em. And | even, 
uh, bought some for her, too. And of course the clothes, and a few little toys, and stuff" 


He took the paper bag of tacos and dug right in, piling the extra jalapenos and salsa on it I'd been sure to grab, 
all delighted smiles. "Oh, shit, you're the best!" 


It warmed me to see just how much he enjoyed the food, and who knows how long it had been since he'd eaten. 
He sucked down the shake, too, all the while we stood outside and talked, a sense of hesitation radiating from 


each of us, though the conversation was smooth and steady. 


"So." | watched him shove half the first taco down his throat, asking out of curiosity, "how's the baby? 


Everything, you know, come out okay?" 


Duff assumed a look of someone that had just been through a war zone, his eyes huge, round, and rather 


mentally disturbed as he stared off into space, just past my shoulder, for a few tense seconds. 


He shook his head, a shred of chicken unsuccessfully trying to escape the corner of his mouth, "Man.. She's 
good, but fuck. I've seen some shit today. Like, shit | never wanna see again. Like, you can read about it, you 
know. You can watch the videos and prepare all you can for it, but nothing, fucking nothing prepares you for 


the real thing. Jesus fucking Christ.” 
"l, uh," | made a sympathetically troubled face, "| can imagine. Not that | wanna know!" 


"Nah," Duff appeared appreciative of my empathetic expression, "nah, ya don't. Man, | can't unsee that shit; it's 


gonna haunt me in my dreams. I'll never look at a pussy the same way again. 


| laughed out loud despite the situation, then lit up a cigarette as Duff quickly scarfed down the rest of his 
grub and dug through the bags of gifts, giving him time for an after-meal smoke. 


He was proud of my selections. | hadn't gone for the stereotypical pink bullshit, but more neutral colors, soft 
blues, yellows, greens, a couple dresses, sure, but nothing too overly feminine. | figured the Brood Mother with 
her modeling career would take care of the cutesy fruitsy shit. His favorite thing was a light yellow bib with 
an alligator on it said that, "Carefull | bite when l'm hungry!" 


"Very Slash," he grinned with hearty chuckles before dropping it back into the proper bag. "Thats cute. Thanks 
for all this, sweetheart. You didn't have to." 


"I know | didn't," | shrugged, flicking my cigarette butt to the curb. "Just kinda wanted to do a little somethin’ 
for you. Set you up and help out a little." 


God, | hope its not yours.. Please, please don't let her be yours.. 


That was the moment the tension returned. | tried to shove it down, though, when he asked, "So... Did you 


wanna meet her? | mean, you don't have to, but--" 

"Yeah," | nodded, a tightness in my gut | hadn't felt since | told him | was leaving. "Yeah, let's go." 

Get it over with 

Please, please, please, fuck, please.. 

The walk to the maternity ward was a fuckin’ winding one, indeed, but when the doors finally opened | was 
relieved to see that it was tastefully decorated, neutral colors and not the bombastic pink and blue color 
scheme | had expected. About the only child-like things that were present was a little jungle scene in the 


waiting room, a couple stuffed animals, a giraffe, rhino, and antelope, nicely arranged in the corner. Not a 


fucking stork in sight, thank god. 

Duff led me to the nursery, but not before stopping off at the room to slip inside and drop off the bags of 
clothes and food. | averted my eyes from the label upon the nameplate, my stomach bubbling from a 
combination of spicy tacos and simmering hatred. 

| asked for no reason other than politeness as he softly shut the door, "So.how's Susan doing?" 

Duff was understandably shocked, though he played it off well. 

"Um, she's alright, actually." He extended a hand, motioning further down the hall. "Tired. Hurting. They'll let you 
keep the baby in the room here or let it hang out in the nursery for a while so you can get some rest, so 
that seemed like a good idea. | needed a smoke and she needs some sleep. Fuck, | need sleep, too." 

"Yeah, you're lookin’ pretty rough." | glanced up, studying the dark circles beneath his eyes. "Up all night?" 

He nodded, pausing at a door | would've just walked right by, seeing as | was still internally commenting on how 
weird he looked without hair. He paid no more mind to his exhaustion, for it was cracked through with..was 
that real fucking happiness? 


My heart sank like a boulder. 


"In here," he cracked the door, held it open while | slipped inside, then gestured to a nearby sink. "Wash up real 


good. They have no immune system, ya know? I'll go get her." 
| saw him vigorously scrubbing at a sink through a line of glass windows after he disappeared through another 
door that lead to a larger room full of clear, plastic.what | can only call baby tubs or something, | don't 


fucking know. | do know a majority of them occupied, some residents squirming, but most still and asleep. 


| set out to do as he asked, wondering which of the little bundles he would emerge with, a sense of grave 


finality settling in my chest, like a looming mass of darkness | could no longer run from. | couldn't scour that 


from myself like | could the germs I'd brought in with me, no matter how hard | tried 
How the hell can | feel so dead inside when Im surrounded by so much new life? 


| had just thoroughly dried my hands and forearms when | heard the door swing open behind me. | drew a 
deep, seriously steadying breath, closing my eyes and focusing, fucking wishing, hoping, praying, then turned 
around to see Duff with a teeny, tiny, little swaddled baby in his arms, impossibly, impossibly small in his 
gentle cradle. The contrast of his strong arms paired with something so helpless, so fragile was interestingly 
endearing, intriguing. 


I'd seen him hold an innumerable amount of infants in his life, but the fact that this was one was possibly his 


held a sense of impending gravity, a heaviness within such a simple act. 


The first thing | noticed was how he looked at her, how consumed he was. How..how happy and content, and..and 
proud. 


There was only one explanation for that look. I'd once been the receiver of that look. | sometimes caught it 
from the corner of my eye, but mostly | saw it in candid photos, in ones that were snapped when | wasn't 


looking at him, but he at me. 
Duff was in love. 


He beamed, he absolutely, positively beamed with a gentleness unprecedented as he strode towards me with a 
smooth, controlled stride, his voice hushed, this magnificent radiance surrounding him as he talked to the still 


bundle in his arms, "| got somebody for you to meet. Grace, this is your Uncle Slash." 


Then he looked up at me, an imploring gaze as his arms outstretched, his voice soft and proud, "Slash, this is 


baby Grace." 


Heart in my throat | automatically reached out, carefully, so, so carefully cradling her to me as if she were as 
breakable as thin glass. | hadn't held a newborn, much less a tiny infant, since Ash was born. She was so light 
she was barely there, but she was so warm, so alive, though she hardly wiggled in her blanket cocoon. She 
seemed perfectly content with a stranger holding her, a stranger who mere seconds ago wished she would 
vanish from the face of the planet. 


But.. But | didn't. Not anymore. 


| gingerly pushed the blanket from her face to gently observe her features, my heart doing a strange dance 
where it twisted into mourning knots and somehow simultaneously grew with affection 


"She..she looks just like you," | whispered, barely audible, heartbroken, in awe, tracing the tip of my index finger 
softly along her cheek. 


There was no denying it. No fucking test needed. | held in my embrace a miniature version of Duff. She looked 
so alike to every baby photo I'd seen of him. It was like a living mirror into his past. Same little poof of dark 
hair, same nose, same chubby little cheeks, everything. 


"Ya think so?" Duff ghosted in voice and presence beside me, just as warm as the infant in my arms. "I think 


she looks like my mom 

"Yeah," | smiled, a slight, almost sighing puff of a chuckle. "You look a lot like your mom, though" 
"Thank god" The eye roll was unmissable in his tone. "Probably kill myself if | looked like my dad” 
| finally separated my gaze from Grace to him, puzzled. "Have you.. Does he know?" 


"Nope," he scoffed, crossing his arms and appearing cold for the first time. "And | don't really care, to be 
honest." 


"She's his grandbaby, though, Duff," | frowned, unsure of why | was suddenly defensive of some tiny stranger | 
had wished didn't exist. "He deserves to know. Deserves to have a relationship. She's the daughter of his 


youngest, you know?" 


The air grew silent and tense between us. Duff didn't give me a nasty look, but he did seem to take my words 
into consideration, though grudgingly. 


"How about your mom?" | quickly changed the subject, beginning a slow, instinctive rock as the baby began to 
stir in my arms, making soft burbling noises as Duff looked on, a gently protective presence. "What's she 
think?" 

"She's excited for another grandkid, even if she, ya know, doesn't agree with the..circumstances," he confessed, 
his eyes easing themselves of the stress from the former topic, even as they clouded over with a glaze of 
guilt. "She asks about you every time | talk to her, too." 

My mouth twitched with a sad smile. "Yeah. Bet she's not too fuckin’ happy with me. | know my mom's not." 
"No?" 

"Nah," | shook my head, again studying the uncanny resemblance between father and child. Father and child..fuck, 
thats weird "She was pretty pissed. Told me | was being selfish. And an idiot. That | needed to grow some 
fucking balls, let ‘em drop, and man up." 


| shrugged, penitently agreeing, "She's not wrong, though." 


| felt the sudden shift in the room temperature. | could feel his eyes on me, pleading, desperate, fighting for 


the lost familiar. 
"Slash... l.. Will you come h--" 


| can't," | cut him off before his sentence was complete, hating myself, fighting every atom of my being that 


screamed at me to say, "Yes," to return home, to go back where | felt like | belonged. 


| peered into his eyes, seeing them begging for a solution, for a fix, but | knew there wasn't one. There couldn't 


be one so long as | was unreliable, a menace to his sobriety, and now his little girl. 


"You know | can't, sweetheart,” | morosely, honestly said, fighting the bow of my brows, the downward tugs of 
my mouth, the emotions that pulled at my battered heart. "For god's sake, I'm holding your newborn and I've 


been drinking today. A lot. l.. You know | can't be around a baby like this." 


"You'd never hurt her," he insisted, eyes glistening, voice gruff with sorrow. "l know you wouldn't, even with 
who her mother is." 


| shook my head, "No. No, | wouldn't. But it's not safe." 


| swallowed the lump in my throat, dread cold on my insides, shame hot on my face for what | was about to 
say, forcing the words out as if | were vomiting thick, clinging sludge, "Maybe.maybe you should, you know..try 
to work it out. With..with Susan, you know. For..for Grace's sake." 


| regretted the words as soon as they left my mouth. | was instantly sick, unbelievably angry with myself yet 
bogged with despair. It wasn't what | wanted, what | wished for either of us, and | knew for Duff that was a 


wound that would fester, that would pain him for an unintelligible amount of time. 


His expression was one of disbelief, one of extreme agony, one of..one of the first spawn of loathing, the first, 
tiny seed of unforgivable, ultimate betrayal sown to grow into a choking bramble of thorns. It was the face of 


aman fighting tooth and nail for a battle he knew he'd never win, but would never relinquish unless absolutely 


forced.and he finally felt forced. 
He was shattered. He was appalled. He. he despised me for it. 


| wondered how many more times | would watch his heart break before me. God, | hoped this was the final 
time. 


‘I'm sorry," | whispered, my head hung, the baby beginning to fully stir in my hold. | raised my eyes, making 
myself to look into his frailty, his tangible hurt, wishing he'd hit me, make me feel as shitty physically as | did 


emotionally. 


"|... 'm gonna go," | murmured, passing the tiny bundle back to him, taking one last look, one final, closing gaze, 


forcing myself to remember the misery I'd caused him before | softly pat the baby on the head, compressing 


my lips as if they were my emotions. "Bye, Grace. Be good for your daddy, okay?" 


Duff didn't reply to my farewell announcement. His questioning eyes and the shining streaks rolling down his 


tormented face were answer enough. 


| glanced over my shoulder, through the massive glass windows, making sure we were alone before | gently 
kissed his cheek, the taste of his shed sorrow salty from his tears. "Congratulations. She's beautiful. Just like 
her daddy." 


Then | left, the last sound | heard the hushed sob a second before the door shut behind me. | didn't make it to 


the elevator before |, myself, was weeping, too. 


This was it. This was the end of everything I'd ever known Truly. The baby was his. His hair was chopped 
short and was its natural, dark color. Everything around me signified the end, and it was a knife to my heart. 
My entire fucking life as | knew it was ending, and | felt forced to watch it spiral down, helpless to truly do 
anything to stop or slow it. | was still too large of a danger, too risky to be around, and because of that l. had 
to let him go. 


The worst thing was that | knew a child was a gift | could never give Duff. Not truly, at least. More so than 
to play music he always wanted to have a family, to be a dad. It was something he was happy and willing to 
give up to be with me. He was glad to sacrifice that dream if it meant being with me, the selfish fuck who 
couldn't bring himself to put the bottle down and be there for the person he said he loved. 


| was ashamed to put that flask to my lips, yet | couldn't stop. 


Chapter Eleven: Magic Colic Ride 


Author's Notes: 
Well, baby boy gets here tomorrow, so | finished this just in time. And my toddler got me sick, to boot! Not 


sure when the next update will be, but as soon as we all get settled work will begin again. 


December, 1991. 
Christmas. My first Christmas season alone, to be precise. 
Happy fuckin’ holidays, you stupid, heartbroken fuck. You did it to yourself. 


| didn't have a tree, decorations, or anything. Friends and family were lucky enough that | remembered to send 


out Christmas cards, and those closest to me, the few and far between, even managed to get gifts. 
Like a dumb ass I'd gotten Duff something, too. Even sent him a card and, to my surprise, got one back. 
Merry Christmas, Uncle Slash! 


Lots of Love, 
Duff and Grace 


That was the only contact we'd had since the hospital. It seemed that was our final bow, our last, broken 


goodbye without actually saying a true farewell 


| stared out the window from my protective ball on the couch, my knees pulled to my chest, into the darkness 
of the drizzly, near-freezing night. | wished it would snow because I'd certainly love to liquor myself up, bury 


myself in the flurries, and commit suicide by means of transforming into a human icicle. 
How festive it would be. 


| couldn't do that, though. Sure, | could hurt myself, do ill-advised daredevil shit that put me in extreme bodily 
harm's way, but my self-preservation instinct was too damn strong for me to willingly try to end my shitty 
joke of a life. 


So instead | sighed, grabbing up the acoustic guitar propped against the couch. | spun myself upside down, feet 
over the back of the sofa and my head hanging off the front, my hair pooling on the carpet below. Somehow it 
was comfortable as | mindlessly strummed, my eyes closed most of the time unless | stared vacantly out the 


open window, focusing my empty eyes on the moon, a small, arched, silver sliver in the purple sky. 


A melody, old and familiar, surfaced to my fingers. It was the song without a name. A song that | played for 
years. A song that once brought me immense joy. Now it only snuck up on me. | made a conscious effort to 
avoid it, to stamp those memories down, forget what happiness felt like since it made me yearn for what | 


couldn't have, what | fucked up, what | didn't deserve, but it was to no avail 


What were once beautiful, sweeping classic melodies now sounded like the chords of misery, a creeping, 


melancholy harpsichord as opposed to what had once been a passionate grand piano. 


l'm not sure if that makes sense since | have no fucking knowledge of piano, but that's what it reminded me of. 
Like a movie, a scene of love gone sour with a macabre, doomed edge that sets your hackles on end as you 


wait for the villain to appear. | didn't have to wait for him to appear, though. | had only look in a mirror. 


| inhaled again, closing my eyes to the emotions that made them prickle, made my tear ducts betray me, 
playing through the song, his song, empty, completely vacant but for the plethora of memories that played 
behind my closed eyes. 


Nostalgia and wishing would get me no where, | knew. | wondered when it would be time to move on, when and 
if I'd ever feel like moving on. | felt as if | never would, that he would always be a part of me, an undeniable 
stamp on who | was, who I'd always be. For fuck's sake | couldn't even bring myself to remove my ring and it 
had been over half a year. How the fuck could | think about someone else in dating context, much less a 


"forever" one? 
‘Maybe..maybe you should, you know..try to work it out. With.with Susan, you know. For..for Grace's sake." 


Those words sickened me upon recollection. A single fat tear leaked from my eye and rolled down my forehead 


to soak into my hair. 
Asshole. You're a tucking cruel, heartless asshole. 


It wouldn't surprise me if he had due to that complete travesty of a comment. | saw the look in his eyes. | 


saw the spawn of resentment spring to life. And | couldn't blame him. 


| was exhausted, but | wasn't near ready for bed. Fucking two in the morning and | felt wired without the help 
of chemicals. There was nothing on television and no movie | owned that | wanted to rewatch, so | remained in 


limbo, my hidden emotions revealing themselves through the plucked notes that hummed in the air. 


Again, | longed to be on the road. The few months | was out were..not great, but it made life tolerable. | could 


be out and about occupying myself, jamming with friends and otherwise keeping myself busy. 


Fuck the holiday breaks. Fuck the fact that there's no work for two weeks. Fuck the sense of togetherness | no 
longer feel, Fuck the loneliness. Fuck all the festive bullshit | see around town. Fuck this fucking season all to- 
fucking-gether. 


Not even bourbon and eggnog for me. Nope. Just bourbon. Straight from the bottle, upside down so that some 
of it escaped my mouth and trickled to my puddle of curls upon the floor. 


| squinted at a sound, a strange, piercing, hushed ringing. | half-glanced around my askew living room, seeing 
nothing but the carpet that hired help kept clean save for the scraps of clothing I'd strewn across it earlier 
that day. 


The fuck is making that noise? | scowled to myself, glaring at the muted TV, a late night infomercial for a sex 
line playing. The fuck is going on? What is that? 


Suddenly it occurred to me that it must be the phone. 
Oh No shit, Sherlock 


The fuck? Who'd be calling now? Everyone's busy with their fucking lives, their friends, their families, and all their 
convoluted, cunt-tastic, Christmas bullshit. 


| groped around the couch cushions with one hand, then the other, unwilling to shift from my oddly 
comfortable position | finally found the phone smashed beneath my ass after realizing something was digging 
into my tailbone, tugged it out, almost dropped it on my face, then answered with a groggy, "Hello?" It sounded 
rather halfhearted and intoxicated, sluggish with squashed feelings and booze. Hopefully it just came off as 
tired and not moody and depressed as fuck. 


My fuzzy brain almost couldn't make out the words they were spoken so fast and hysterical, "Oh, my god. Oh, 
thank god you're home. I'm sorry! I'm sorry for callin. | told myself | wouldn't, but talk to me..talk to me, 


please before |.before | go fuckin’ crazy. Before | do somethin’ | regret, please.." 


"Duff?" | lethargically squinted, raising my head in curiosity so | could see just over my belly. "What..what's 


goin’ on?" 
From the sounds of it, World War Ill: The Wrath of the Infant. 


Even | had to wince at the sound of full-blown wailing through the line. Grace was bawling at the top of her 
lungs, and from the sounds of it she'd been at it for a while because Duff sounded on the verge of a nervous 


fucking breakdown. 


"l, | don't know!" His voice was beginning to get teary as he tried to practically yell over the baby's constant 
crying. "l, |, | feel like I've tried everything! | can't make her happy, | don't know what's going on! She's not 
hungry, she doesn't need to be cleaned, burped, anything, and I.. | cant make her happy! I've sang, I've danced, 
I've put her in her swing, in my arms, in her bouncer, | just.. | donno what she wants, |, I.. | can't do this! | 


can't..." 


Heaving, breathless sobs interrupted him mid-sentence, his voice returning, broken and heavy with guilt, "And 


[tm thinkin’ all this crazy shit, and l.. I'd never hurt her, Slash, | never, ever would, please, please, please 
believe me, but | donno what else | can do to help.. l.. | can't do this.. | can't fucking do this.. Talk to me, 
distract me, please. | know you don't wanna talk to me, don't love me anymore, whatever, but |.| need you right 


now and | don't know where else to go. Please.." 


That was a slap in the face and the knife in my heart | deserved, but his words were far from the truth. Now 


wasn't the time to talk about that, though. 


| hauled myself upright and lit a cigarette, contemplatively scratching my temple as | went through my 
knowledge of infant behavior, which was about as extensive as a one page book 


"Calm down, man. At least as best as you can, you know? Relax, take a breath." Those words were likely 


useless, but | tried regardless. "How long has this been going on?" 


"Hours," he sounded utterly hopeless and teary, still raising his voice over the inconsolable wailing. "Hours and 
hours, and l'm at a loss! | can't figure out what's wrong. No fever, no gas, no fucking nothing! She's so upset 
she's, she's fuckin’ all red and sweaty and pissed off, and l.. | don't know what to do.. | don't know what's going 


on!" 


| closed my eyes, making my brain absorb the information despite the gross amount of alcohol in my blood. | 
frowned, listening to the dual meltdown of the century occurring less than a mile away, racking my mind for 


any possible answer to his dilemma, to my surprise recalling some useful information 


"Could she be teething, man?" | asked, wincing and quickly jerking the phone as the wailing hit fever -pitch. 
“Teething? Colic? Anything like that?" 


"| don't know," was all Duff seemed to be able to say, full-on weeping with utter desolation. "I don't know.." 


"Well, have you tried taking her for a ride in the car?" | offered, rubbing my head in sympathy for a headache 
| seemed to be absorbing over the phone. "Try to put her to sleep that way?" 


"N-no," Duff sounded surprised, his upset ceasing in a hushed pause as he contemplated my words. "God, why 
didn't | think of that? Do, do you think itll help? |. need something, Slash. |, | need relief. | can't fucking do 
this..." 


"Get her in her car seat and go," | calmly said, resting my arm on the couch to cradle my chin with my hana, 
almost burning my cheek with the cigarette wedged between my fingers as | shut my bloodshot eyes. "That 
should do it, | think. Just like when | was bugging the shit out of you and you'd drive around until | passed out" 


"l, tm gonna give it a try," he sniffled, a small chuckle reluctantly leaking through his torment. "It's better than 
nothin’. And I'm.l'm fuckin’ lost. | donno what else to do." 


"Go for it," | nodded, crushing my dying smoke in the ashtray. 


| wondered if | should ask, if | should go farther. In a split second decision, much like jumping off a thirty foot 
cliff and hoping the water was sufficiently deep, | stupidly offered, "If.if you want you can pick me up for a 


little company..someone to keep you awake. | know it's really late for you, so.” 
Duff fell silent for several tense seconds, the only sound Grace's furious bawling in the background. 


| instantly felt like an idiot, and no amount of burying my asinine face in my hand would alleviate my cringing. 
Why the fuck would | ask that? The fuck would make me think he'd want my company after what | told him, 
what he thought of me? The Icicle Slash idea was sounding better and better. 


"l. Y- Yeah." | could hear the hesitance mingled with the desperation "Give me five, ten minutes. |. gotta do 
something about this. Bye; see you in a few." 


The meltdown ceased after he hung up, leaving me staring at the phone in stunned, wide-eyed disbelief. | clicked 
the button to hang up, almost on autopilot, shocked. Honestly, seriously shocked. 


Then | realized something was prickly as hell on the palm my chin was resting on, and remembered | couldn't 
recall the last time | shaved as | lazily, confusedly scratched at my beard, brows furrowed as | contemplated 


what I'd done. 


| offered because | genuinely was worried about him and wanted to make sure he and the kid would be alright, 
but | abruptly realized the sticky situation I'd put both of us in He apparently thought | hated him or 
something, which couldn't be further from the truth, so.. 


| tried to push it from my mind. I'd wing it; let what happen happen. | was shit at planning things, anyway, 
especially after imbibing seriously concerning amounts of alcohol. | just decided to be platonic. Be there for him. 


No bullshit, no funny business, just.just friends. 


| figured | should probably do something about my beard, though. Make it look like maybe | hadn't been the 


complete mess | totally had been since August. 


It took me longer to remove the beard to rival Grizzly Adams’ from my face than it did for me to throw on 
my clothes, gloves included since it was cold enough to freeze the tits off a penguin outside. | also 
remembered one more little tidbit of advice and made sure to grab a little something before | left. | just hoped 
Duff wouldn't laugh too hard at me for it.or maybe | did because it would remind me of old times. It was my 
mom's advice, after all, and | remember her saying it worked pretty well for me and Ash when we were being 
difficult when we were Tiny. 


| decided not to waste time and made my way to the end of the drive, cigarette in hand as | hopped up and 
down on my toes, fighting off the frigid temperatures while internally berating myself for not grabbing a 
fucking hat. Fucking thirty five degrees outside. And a wet, humid night at that, the kind of windy cold that 


gnaws ravenously at you, seeping effortlessly through every layer of clothing, Felt like my damn bones were 


trying to turn to ice. 


Sooner than | thought, a pair of headlights gave me a mixed well of hope and dread, but | hadn't expected a 
brand new black BMW Sedan to stop right in front of me. | wasn't sure what | was expecting, exactly, but a 
new car hadn't been it. Made sense, though. Safer, more kid-friendly. 


Stil can't get used to the idea Duffs a dad Damn. 


| was still bouncing in the chill as the passenger window rolled down and a familiar face appeared, an eerie blue 


from the dash lights. 
"Hey," Duff groggily croaked, 


| was taken aback by just how haggard he looked, how dead on his feet, his eyes hung with massive bags, his 


face slack with weariness. | felt my partially wind-numb face scrunch with worry. 


"Hey," | replied, more trepidatious than | realized | hunched down a bit and leaned my arms on the roof, ducking 
my head beneath them, the better to examine his knackered features, frowning with concern. "You look 
exhausted, man. You want me to drive?" 


"No," he said instantly, brows sternly snapping downwards. "You've been drinkin’. You smell like a bar--l can 


smell it from here." He warily eyed me up and down, suspicious, "You..you don't have anything on you, do you?" 
Well, | couldn't fault him for that, could 1? 


| thoroughly patted myself down from jacket to jeans, tugging out everything | came in contact with. "Nope. 
Just cigarettes, a lighter, and." | made a curious face when | felt something small and hard buried in my jacket 
pocket. | frowned as | pulled it out, a brightly colored plastic dinosaur. "Aaaand a triceratops, apparently. Huh. | 
been lookin’ for him.." 


Duff cracked a tiny, grudging smirk that appeared to spawn totally against his will. "Get in the damn car. You're 
lettin’ all my paid-for heat out." 


| smiled a little, too, as that had been one of his favorite things to say To me, setting the little dino on the 
dashboard after | slid in and fastened my seat belt. Driving buddy, you know? 


| noticed Grace had been quiet, and | spun around to peer into the backseat. She wasn't asleep yet, and | 
couldn't really see her because she was facing the rear, but | could hear her softly babbling as she tugged on 


the toes of her thick onesie. 


"Not asleep yet, huh?" | asked as | turned back around to the front, studying the lines of fatigue marking 
Duff's face. They were starkly contrasted in the dash lights. Man, | still couldn't get used to that short, dark 


hair, either. 


"Nope," he shook his head, sighing as he turned down the street that would take us from the neighborhood. 
"But at least she's quiet. The most peace I've had in about three hours." 


My brows furrowed with my nod, my lips slightly pursed in consideration. "Must be a relief, huh? Have you 
had her long? | mean, what's the deal if you don't mind me askin'? With, you know, her mom and everything.” 


He drew a deep breath, his every word spoken with lumbering exhaustion, "She's outta town visiting her folks. 
So, you know, I've got Grace for nearly a week. Day three, and its the worst its been so far. She's usually 
pretty good about sleeping.maybe up one or two times a night. | can deal with that, ya know? That | don't 
mind, butbut this crying shit has me fucked up. It was funny, though. As soon as we got in the car she 


calmed down. Gonna have to remember this." 


‘Oh, that reminds me.." | slipped my hand inside my jacket, to the button up flannel shirt | was wearing to fish 
something out of the chest pocket. | hadn't noticed it when | patted myself down, but it was nothing of illegal 
substance, so | figured Duff wouldn't be pissed. "Something | remember my mom telling me a long, long time 
ago. Apparently there's something about the beat or sound of certain music that helps kids relax or whatever. 
So, um..it's not Sinatra, like what worked for me and Ash, you know, but.” 


| passed Duff the cassette, and he paused just beneath the streetlight at the last stop sign to the 


neighborhood, a goofy smile crossing his face as he examined it. 
A pang of sadness tugged my heart. God, | missed that silly grin 


"The Best of Dean Martin, huh?" He softly chuckled, flipping open the plastic case. "Worth a try. Man, ain't seen 


this in a while." 
He gave me an appraising look, a single brow cocked, "Really? You still have this?" 


"l enjoy my old school nostalgia," | protested with a firm cross of my arms and a playful, yet challenging scowl. 


"Reminds me of bein’ a kid. What's wrong with that?" 


"Nothin" He shook his head, sounding innocent enough, that snarky smirk still on his lips as he popped in the 
tape. "Just hope it works." 


In seconds good ol Dino was warbling to “That's Amore" and we were on our way. To where | wasn't quite sure, 
but in a way, as weird as it was to basically be alone with Duff since the baby wasn't much conversation, it 
was surprisingly easy, even with the thin haze of tension thrumming the air between us. | had expected an 
extremely stiff atmosphere, and there was undeniable stress there, but even in it there was that old, familiar 
comfort. Or maybe | was just imagining it in my tired, sobering mind, projecting it because | was craving a 


sense of loving camaraderie between us. 


Duff seemed relaxed, at least as relaxed as someone who hadn't slept in who-knows-how-long with a possibly 


still-troubled heart and mind could be. More than anything he just seemed stressed and like he needed some 


rest. 


His eyes would occasionally reveal just how bloodshot they were when we passed beneath a street light, but 
even with his finger lightly tapping the steering wheel in time with the music he seemed to be keeping a heavy 
gloom at bay. His shoulders were stiff. His mouth would move as if he planned to speak, to ask me something, 
yet he never did. Occasionally I'd catch him glancing my way from the corner of my eye, just a quick, curious 


look, but as soon as I'd try to return it his eyes would dart back to the road, slightly rounder, bigger, guilty. 


That bugged me. If he wanted to ask or say something he could've. Even with all the drama | didn't see the 
need for secrecy. | was still Slash. | still wanted to be there for him, be his confidant, so why not utilize me 


while | was nearby? 

| bit my lower lip in consideration, pondering the potential consequences before | quietly asked, "You okay?" 
He visibly flinched at my inquiry, eyes averting themselves to the driver's window. 

Well, shit. Should've just shut the fuck up, moron 


He answered despite my fears after a few moments of silence, that kind of silence where | knew he was doing 


some quick thinking. 


"Yeah, I'm.l'm alright.” His hand moved to uncomfortably tug at his hair, and he seemed to swallow a lump in 


his throat, eyes ever from me. "I'm just.. Just tired. Got a lot goin’ on" 


"School going okay?" Stupid thing to say because | felt like | knew exactly what was "goir: on," but | dared not 


ask. "| know you enrolled again before Grace was born" 


He nodded, eyes bronze in the amber street lights. "Yeah. Course work's harder this time. More challenging. | 
mean, | like the challenge, though. Makes me think. Gives me something to think about besides." the tension in 
the car spiked, "other stuff." 


He cleared his throat with a rumble | could hardly hear. | wasn't sure if it was consciously done, but either 


way | burned with shame, staring down at my fingers as they restlessly fidgeted, 


Silence fell between us, all of us, for several unending minutes before he pulled into a deserted convenience 


store parking lot. 


A frigid, icy drizzle had begun falling from the sky. It was a nasty, cold mist that clung to everything it 
touched, and instead of lending a usual beauty to the amber lights that were captured in the tiny, innumerable 
dots that covered the windshield, they just appeared more like sticky, trapping sap than tiny, glowing balls of 


illumination. 


The car lurched to a gentle stop as he put it in park, unbuckling and turning to study the quiet backseat. 


His sigh of relief was enormous. He twisted back around, burying his face in his palms and rubbing at his 
exhausted face, his voice muted with his words, "Oh, thank god." 


| mustered a slight smile in spite of the guilt still gnawing at my heart, and when his hands dropped after his 
knuckles dug into his weary eyes, he smiled back. A real one, though undeniably sad. 


He glanced to the store, then back at me, stifling a yawn, "You, you, uh, want some coffee? Somethin’ to eat? 


Anything?" 


Food sure sounded good. Something sugary would've been great on my liquor belly, but | didn't want to be a 
pain in the ass. "Coffee's fine, yeah. Thanks." 


He nodded, unconvinced, | knew, and exited the car. | hopped out, too, a cigarette glued to my lips, my tension 


and muddled feelings being exhaled into a dense fog in the wintry air. 
It took longer for him to get out of the store than it did for me to suck my smoke down, but when he settled 
back in the seat next to me he was laden with two large cups of corner store coffee and a small box bearing 


an illustration of a doughnut, complete with chocolate icing and rainbow sprinkles. 


"Here," he passed me a coffee, voice low so as not to disturb Grace. "Pretty sure your coffee preferences 


haven't changed that drastically in a few months, yeah?" 
"Nah, same as always," | smiled graciously. "Thanks." 
He sleepily nodded, then opened up the box of doughnuts and plucked one out for himself. 


My stomach growled like a rabid bear the instant the scent of sugary, yeasty goodness hit my nostrils. | 
dared not take one, though. | blame it on my pride. 


It didn't go unnoticed. As we were leaving the parking lot he shot me a sideways glance, his index finger tapping 


the box across the console towards me in a coaxing manner. "Eat. Swhy | got ‘em." 


"No, no. I'm, I'm good. You go ahead," | politely refused, hoping my voice covered up the mutinous grumble from 


my gut. 


"You sure?" Duff insisted, taking a huge bite from the one in his hand. “They're fresh. Still warm, and gooey, 
and good.” 


| was fighting a losing battle, my eyes flitting from that fucking pastry in his hand to the box. | could feel my 
willpower crumbling. Stupid ego. 


"No, it's cool. They're yours, man" 


"Slash..." Duff actually turned to completely face me at the red light, brows high, face amused but completely 
serious. "Eat the fucking doughnuts before | shove ‘em down your throat. You know you want ‘em. Quit actin’ 


like you don't" 
He cracked a soft grin, but | knew that threat wasn't entirely empty. 


It was everything | had not to terrifiedly squeak, "Yes, Duffl" as | excavated one from the box, taking a 
glorious bite without hesitation Jesus Christ, it was meltingly fresh. | was up all night these days--why the 
fuck didn't | get my ass out more for a late night/early morning dozen? 


Duff was satisfied by the time | scarfed down a few, and our ride continued, him keeping pace with me 
doughnut for doughnut until we plowed through the entire dozen 


The ride home was quiet. We had a dusting of small talk, but nothing truly substantial. | was dying for it, 
though. In leaving Duff | hadn't just lost a partner or a love, | also lost my best friend, and one of the two or 
three people | could honestly talk to about anything and everything, no matter how big or small. There was a 
deep comection missing from my life, and it was one | needed but had entirely cut myself off from. He had 


been everything rolled into one for me. | always thought of him as perfect, though he always told me, "You're 


fuckin’ perfect, Slash. You know that?" 


That had never failed to make me swell with pride. It made me feel so loved, adored, and appreciated, but it 


was far, far from the truth. There was nothing fucking perfect about me at all. No where near. 


| had been staring out the window, lost in dismal daydreams when | realized we'd stopped at a kid's park in the 
neighborhood. | turned to give Duff a questioning expression and saw the sudden look of sickness on his face. He 
seemed queasy, anxious, eager to get out of the car and get some fresh air despite the miserable conditions 
outside. 


| instinctively reached out to place my hand over his where it sat slightly trembling on the console, but | 
stopped myself, retracting it back to my lap and instead asking, "Hey..you okay? You..you don't look too good, 


man. 
He swallowed hard, an old, familiar look of panic in his eyes as they hardly met me. 

"l, | gotta take a piss. I'll be right back, okay? Just.just stay here with Grace. Promise me you'll stay here with 
her, alright?" He was insistent, his words fast and a little frantic. If you didn't know Duff you'd think he just 
really had to go, but | knew better. 


My eyes lowered with the flare of heat that rose to my face. "Yeah. Yeah, no problem. You gonna be okay?" 


| wanted him to read between the lines. 


He did. 


His eyes told me he knew, that he understood but wouldn't give in and talk to me, and he still persisted, "Just 
stay here with her, okay? I'll be right back just.just don't leave her alone. Wait for me, alright?" 


| nodded, my face scrunched with worry. Nothing more was said as he exited the car. At first he walked at a 
normal pace to the brick bathrooms near a basketball court, then his stride quickened as he folded in on 
himself, his arms enclosing around his torso, his head hanging. Right before he disappeared around the corner | 
saw his shoulders heave beneath his heavy woolen coat. | knew if Dean Martin still hadn't been crooning | 


would've heard a sob. 


| slumped down into my seat, holding my face in my hands, guilt and concern eating at me, my insides feeling 


as if they'd rot. 


This was my fault, | knew. | felt as if I'd forced us to be around one another, though | knew we were better 


apart. I'd ripped the scabs from healing wounds and forced them to bleed, maybe even fester. 


That hadn't been my intention, and now I'd thrown both of us into an unfair, painful situation | felt worst for 
Duff, though. He never deserved any of this. 


| sat in the near silence forever it seemed. Dean Martin had stopped singing. The rain pattered upon the roof 
of the BMW, and the three o clock hour was well underway. Duff had left around two fifty, and there it was, 


nearing three fifteen, and he was still gone. 


| was getting fidgety alone in the quiet with nothing but my tangled thoughts. | decided to step out of the car 
for a smoke, making damn sure the door stayed slightly ajar so | wouldn't accidentally lock the baby inside and 
lock my dumb ass out in an icy drizzle. 


Upon opening the door a horrible, heartbroken, agonizing bellow could be heard coming from the bathrooms, a 
series of dull metallic bangs following. It was a total commotion from the nearby building, a sound | would've 


ordinarily run to had things been the same. 


It was the sound of a complete breakdown, the sounds of chaos and destruction, the sounds of a broken heart 


that had been strong for too long and had been pushed to the edge, destroying everything in its path. 

| was even more pissed at myself. | pulled on my cigarette, listening without wanting to to the cries of 
desolation, the furious roars, and twisting, gnarled metal, staring at the pavement in a trance, a few silent 
tears creeping down my face. 


It was my fault. | couldn't deny it. And though he probably didn't want me to, | deserved to hear it. 


That was one of the fastest cigarettes I've ever had. One of the most unsatisfying, too. The nicotine made my 


head buzz, but my full stomach was somehow empty with nausea, grumbling and churning. Thankfully | didn't 
splatter the wet pavement with pastry. 


It was a long ten minutes fidgeting in the car while | waited The bad thing was that | needed to piss, too. | was 
long past drunk though there was plenty of booze still surging in my system. | just seemed to hover in 
existence when the door at last opened and he slid in beside me with several soft sniffles. He tried to pass off 
wiping dampness from his face by scratching his cheek with his sleeve, but | knew that move. 


Now it was my turn to jump out. | had to pee, sure, but | also wanted to survey the damage, spurred on by 


my morbid curiosity and want for self-punishment. 


Duff was slightly alarmed when | told him | needed a fast bathroom break, eyes restraining how wide they 


grew, tense swallow softened with his nod. 

"Yeah, s-sure," he managed, shoulders and hands stiffer than death. "Go ahead." 

| figured there'd be damage, sure. | just didn't realize how extensive it would be. 

Metal stall walls twisted from the concrete walls, the ones that weren't completely down battered and 
pockmarked with fist and shoe prints. Metal paper towel dispensers ripped down and smashed into warped 
fucking tin foil, the towels themselves everywhere, mushy and drowned from a sink that looked like it had been 
kicked from its mount, the busted pipes spewing water all over the place. 

| could only look on with a muddled mire of fascination, shame, understanding, and fear. | couldn't even recall 
the last time Duff had lost control and torn a room to shreds, much less one that was mostly made of 


concrete and metal. 


| was just grateful the toilets were still in tact. While | was more intoxicated than | felt, | figured the person 
who had to fix this destruction didn't deserve to clean up a bunch of piss along with it. 


Bladder empty, | trudged back to the car, hunched over, hands in my pockets against bellows of frigid, misty 
wind that tore at my face. | tried to keep my gaze averted as | took my seat, quickly and quietly shutting the 


door. 


| could barely get my seatbelt buckled before Duff drew a steady breath. His hands were unblemished upon 


the steering wheel, his knuckles white, fucking pristine without a single scratch. 
| admired the sight, incredulous as to how he hadn't wounded himself. 
He sighed again, drawing my eyes from his hands to his face. 


It was ashamed, his cheeks flushed, his eyes vacant as he pushed down his emotions to say, a gravelly 


whisper, "l. l'm sorry." He swallowed, wanting to meet my eyes but afraid to, "I just.. | haven't had time, you 


know. l.. | haven't had time to process..truly process. To." 
"Lose your shit," | helpfully offered, keeping my tone gentle. 


"Y-yeah," he nodded, the dryness in his throat audible. His hands left the wheel to anxiously rub up and down 
his thighs. "Its just been school, then Grace, and.. And." 


He seemed to gag on his next words, face green, eyes away. 
| frowned, warding off the pit of despair and fires of jealous anger looming within me. "Her?" 
Duff nodded wordlessly, expression grave. 


| wanted to sigh, but | had no room to. | wondered what the extent of her presence was; from the looks of it 


Duff wasn't caring for it. 
| felt as if it wasn't my place to ask, so | didn't. 


"I just." he tensely licked his lips, gaze roaming the droplets of rain crowding the windshield, his voice a slow, 
shattered murmur, "I haven't had time. | haven't.. | can't think. | can't fucking eat. | definitely can't sleep. 
Everything is changing and l'm.. I'm surrounded by people, you know..school, the gym, rehearsals. | come home 
and, and Grace is there. She--she's there. And I've never felt more alone. My house isn't the same. My fucking 
brain doesn't even feel the same. | haven't had time to myself. Before, you know, | was getting ready for her. | 
was busy, even if | was trapped with all these memories around me. It was..it was easier to ignore, ya know, 
‘cause | had things to do. Things to occupy myself. Now | just stay up all night, it seems, with all this crying 
around me all the time. I'm, I'm her dad, ya know? And, and even though she's an infant | don't want to cry 
around her. | feel like | gotta be strong. And all she does is cry, and cry, and cry sometimes, and I'm trying to 
soothe her and not lose my shit when that's.” 


His voice fell, along with a single tear that rolled down his cheek, "When that's all | want to do, too." 
A silence, long and heavy, descended. It was as desolate as the nasty, wet winter raging outside. 


| felt as if I'd been rubbed with acid. 


| got what | wanted. | wished he would open up to me, but now that he did | realized | should've just left well 


enough alone. 
Then again | noticed that he was a bit lighter despite his heartbreak. He wasn't quite as tense, the lines on his 
face not so prominent, his hands not so white on the wheel. Maybe my silent, befouled beseechment, while my 


punishment, was a boon and a relief to him, even if he carried the weight of his emotions being found out. 


Still, he looked to me, and | to him, both of our gazes searching. 


| wanted to reply, but again, what could | say? 
‘lm sorry?" Pfft, like that meant shit to him at this point. 


Still, our eyes connected. | saw so many things in his: pain, wanting, guilt. | wondered what he saw in mine, too. | 


just hoped they held the answers | couldn't verbally give, for | truly knew not what to say. 
Despite my silence there was one small thing | could utter, throat dry as sand, "I understand" 


His eyes dropped between us. He chewed his bottom lip, nodding slightly before looking back at me, expression 
soft, "I.know you do." 


My insides crumbled. 


He glanced around the car under the guise of checking the miserable weather conditions, his lack of rest plain 
as day on his heavy eyelids. "C'mon. I'm fucking exhausted and need to get Grace home before it gets any 


worse out here. Or before | pass the fuck out behind the wheel." 


After seeing the destruction he rained down upon the bathroom paired with a newborn and a ton of emotional 


distress, that wasn't a surprise. 


We didn't have far to go, at least, but Duff was so damn tired | had to keep talking to him to keep him awake, 


which is hard to do when you're weighed down with an anchor of guilt and struggle for words to fill the void. 


He'd jump every time | called his name, but thankfully we made it to my place with no major complications. To 
put it plainly, even drunk off his ass Duff was a pretty good driver, but sleep deprived he ran the tire up on 
the curb pulling over to drop me off. 


| stared at him for a second, watching as his chin slowly fell and his heavy eyes shut, hands still on the wheel 


and foot on the brake. He even emitted a tiny snore, and the car began to roll forward. 

| didn't waste any time slamming the motherfucker in park. 

Duff jerked awake, giving me a bewildered look until | said, "Duff, man, just.. Just stay over here tonight. No 
funny business, alright? You're so fuckin tired | don't trust you to get you and Grace back home without 
driving off the canyon wall, okay?" then that stunned, confused look turned into one of mingled want and 
caution. 


"No, man, |, | can make it," he shrugged, rubbing at his tired eyes. "Just a mile or two away. Be alright." 


| shook my head, my face frowning adamantly, "Dude, no fuckin’ way. | barely kept you awake the whole ride 
here, and it took all of ten minutes. You were nodding out constantly. It's safer if you stay. I'll take the couch, 


you can have the bed. Its cool. | just don't want anything to happen to you guys." 


Duff was understandably hesitant. It was true | meant no harm, but | was sure he thought otherwise. All-in- 
all it probably wasn't my brightest idea, but there was no fuckin’ way in hell | was gonna let his exhausted ass 


drive home then wake up to see the news the next day. 


He studied me, apparently searching for any signs of deceit or ulterior motives. Evidently he found none, and 


nodded and shut the car off. "I'll get Grace." 


"l'll get the front door," | offered, quickly opening the car door to the biting weather. "Gimme a sec so you can 
just take her right in" 


The warm house was a welcome relief from the chilly rain, and despite Max yowling his fucking head off 
running circles around Duff's feet, understandably overjoyed since the last time he'd seen him was nearly six 
months ago, Grace stayed asleep. She hardly stirred as Duff hauled her upstairs to the bedroom, car seat and 


diaper bag included, and sat her in the relative dark of the one lamp | always kept on, save for sleep. 


He instantly shed his wet, woolen coat and sat heavily on the edge of the bed, head in his hands, massaging his 
temples. Max had already hopped up beside him, maniacally rubbing his head against Duff's elbow, purring out 


loud for attention, even nipping minutely at his arm. 


Duff didn't make him wait, at least. With a small, soft smile he gently scratched between Max's ears, letting 
his hand hover over Max's back and as he wound around and around and did all the work for him. "Hey, buddy. 


How've ya been, huh? | missed you, too. | even think Chloe misses your annoying little ass." 


| stood in the doorway, arms crossed as | leaned upon the threshold, watching Max eat up every ounce of 
affection Duff gave him, an sense of old, familiar warmth in my chest. | knew that warmth would soon fade to 


cold, but for a moment, just for a small, fleeting moment, | allowed myself a tiny nostalgic replay of the past. 


It had taken Max a long while to get used to Duff's absence, as well as being in a new house. For weeks and 
weeks he cried and ran all over the house, searching in every nook and cranny for Duff and Chloe, but they, of 


course, were no where to be found 


| smiled, wanting to fight the crushing sense of reality that was creeping on me when | realized | should 


probably let Duff get some rest. 


"lll, uh.. Ill let you get some sleep, man," | gestured to the bed he was already on, as if it were helpful. "Just 
let me know in the morning when you leave. You know where everything is, so just help yourself. You want 


sleep pants, shorts or somethin’, grab ‘em. Ain't gonna bother me." 


Duff nodded, finally removing his eyes from Maximus and placing them on me. He was searching, | noticed. 


Pondering. Brows slightly knit and lips tight in thought. 


He chewed his lower lip for a second, then hesitantly forced the words out, "Would you.. 

He shook his head, apparently thinking better. "N-never mind. It.it wouldn't be right 

My head tilted in curiosity, but | was pretty sure | understood the nature of his request. "Would | what?" 
He shook his head dismissively, a red tinge coming to his face. "Nothin. Don't worry about it. S'alright" 


My brows raised in a disbelieving coax. Surprisingly, it got a slight grin out of him, that crimson in his cheeks 
intensifying. 


He drew an intense sigh, shaking his head, as if he couldn't believe what he was asking, "Just.. Would it be 
wrong if..ya know." 


He swept a hand over the bed, expression pinched uncomfortably, as if expecting rejection, "Just for tonight? 


Nothin’ funny, you know, no.. No expectations. Can even build a pillow wall if it makes you comfortable, just...” 
"That won't be necessary," | replied with a tiny smirk. "Want something more comfortable to sleep in?" 

Duff was without a doubt relieved, and | could tell that even without his shy smile. 

Apparently it didn't bother us to change in front of the other. Eyes didn't roam, really. It was just like friends 
sharing space, though | couldn't help glimpsing at his stomach from time to time before he glanced curiously 
at me when | tried to climb into my usual side of the bed. He paused, then pulled his side of the covers back, 


sliding in as if it were foreign to him. 


| stretched out on my back and arranged the blankets over myself, being sure to keep a platonic amount of 


space between us. "You switch sides or what? Why the weird face?" 


Duff released a strange, sad puff of a laugh, turning to face me on his side and hunkering down beneath the 
covers. "Yeah. | kinda got used to sleeping on your side after..you know." He shrugged, face tight. 


"Oh." | nodded, shifting my eyes to the wall they emptily searched. My fingers restlessly kneaded the blanket 


over my bare chest. "l..l'm sorry.” 
"Is what it is, | guess," his shoulders elevated again, eyes dropping to the mattress between us. 


"Thanks for this, though," he drew a massive, powerful yawn, his entire body trembling. "Prolly better | didn't 


go home. | can hardly keep my eyes open 


It was true. As soon as he laid down he got that familiar look of exhaustion that accompanied him after days- 


long hikes, bike rides, or even that one time he went mountain climbing. 


"Then go to sleep, dummy. Get some rest," | grinned, and out of sheer reflex reached over to gently run my 
fingers through his hair, a gesture | knew would relax him to slumber in no time. Though short and dark it 
was still just as soft, and he still made the same quiet, content sigh and pleasantly happy face he'd made 


before, his eyes closing and a relaxed smile tender upon his lips. 


It didn't take him long at all to start snoring, a problem that had become more prominent since he'd gotten 
clean All that coke had destroyed his sinuses, but it wasn't something that bothered me. In my eyes, now we 
both snored like water buffaloes and could complete for most obnoxious, noisy fuck. It was usually a tie, by 


the way. 


| lived in a fantasy for that night. It was a dream that I'd longed for. | wasn't alone. | could gaze on his face and 
smile, pretend that everything was back to normal, that we were still together and none of the hurt happened. 
| missed his cute, sleepy sounds when | combed his hair or stroked the side of his face. | missed how warm he 


was beside me, and | missed the things he'd mumble in his sleep. Goddamn it, | just missed him. 


When | moved to switch the lamp off at a reasonable 4 in the morning, his face was still lit by the silver 
moon shining outside. | brushed the side of his face one last time, petting his head gently enough he wouldn't 
stir as | kissed his cheek, whispering against it, "I love you, Duff" 


An arm slowly reached out and wrapped around my waist, pulling me in. His head rose, then fell upon my chest, 


his cheek nuzzling to it, a kiss pressing to my skin. "I love you, too, Slash." 


It was murmured in that same, sleepy tone it always had been. And though | couldn't help my smile, | couldn't 


help the sadness in knowing this was no longer my life, no matter how much | wished it would be. 


Sleep wasn't on the agenda that night. | kept waking up to look for him, to make sure | wasn't just dreaming, to 
always find him in my arms. I'd stroke his hair and watch his face as he slept, remembering all those times I'd 
done it before. Even though they weren't, it felt as if all those times I'd taken it for granted, like he'd always 
be there no matter what the situation. 


It was like clockwork--every fifteen minutes I'd lightly jolt awake. Normally insomnia wasn't too much of a 
problem for me, and this was an instance | certainly didn't consider a problem. Was | tired? Well, no shit. But 


the time spent alone in the quiet with Duff so close was most definitely not an inconvenience. 


Once Duff was out, he was out. | even sneezed a few times and he didn't so much as wince as he slept. It 
made me happy, though. It was like | was providing a bit of comfort for him, even if it was kind of fucked up 
when you think about it. Fucked up in the sense that | knew the morning..uh, coming hours, would be painful, 


but.. 


| don't know. Fuck, maybe | was being selfish, now that | think about it. At the time it didn't feel that way, but 


in retrospect | can see it. 


The morning sun was beginning to blaze red through the blinds and | was still awake. The time passing on the 
clock hadn't held my attention, but that searing sunlight certainly did. | knew my time was closing, that my 


time to daydream, to fantasize about a former life, was coming to an end. 


Then | heard this weird, whining whimper that I'd never heard before. | almost sat up to look around the room, 
but Duff instantly stirred with a sound very, very similar. Except his was a sound of a man damn near at the 
end of his rope, desperate for rest, not a waking baby. 


‘Oh, Grace, no," his cheek rubbed against my chest, and he moved to pull the blanket over his face. "No, no, 
please.. Daddy's so tired. Go back to sleep..." 


He sounded close to fucking tears just from one little cry..but then that cry turned into small, persistent little 
fusses. Duff's sanity seemed to crumble as they continued on, turning into a full-blown, sleepy, hiccupping wail. 


| actually felt tears on my skin as he began to tremble. 


| was tired, yeah, but | wasn't dead on my feet like he, without a doubt, was. | didn't even have to think about 


my offer, really. It was a no-brainer. 


Duff moved to get out of bed, to kick the covers off, but I gently took hold of his arm to stop him. | tugged 
him back down, patting the bed, "Hey, | got it, man. Go back to sleep. | can take care of her." 


"No, no, | got her," he instantly protested, his stressed, exhausted face indeed shining with tears. "She's my 
responsibility. | got her." 


| knew that was gonna happen. Duff was never one to shirk responsibility, especially with something like this. | 
rolled my eyes with pity for once instead of frustration, though he couldn't see since he was weakly fighting 


my grip. 

"Duff, / got her, | softly insisted, strengthening my grip. "| can take care of a baby for a few hours while you 
get some rest. You need it. | got it. Trust me. You're fuckin’ exhausted, man. Get some sleep while you can. | 
can take care of her." 


Duff paused in consideration, looking to the squirming, fussing baby in the carrier, brows pinched, conflicted. 


His scrunched face lingered for several seconds, his heavy eyes roaming between the car seat and the bed 


numerous times before they landed on me, relaxing with a kind of trusting resolve. 


"Alright," he nodded, rubbing lethargically at the side of his face, his voice gruff with sleep. "Just.. Everything 
you need's in the bag. Bottles, formula, change of clothes, diapers, all that." 


"Okay," | kept my voice hushed despite the squealing gaining in volume. | placed my hands on his bare shoulders 


and gently coaxed him back down "Go back to sleep. | got it. Don't worry. No rush; rest as much as you need." 
| could see the reluctance in his gaze, but he nodded as his head connected to the pillow. 

| moved to leave the bed, but a hand on my arm stopped me. 

"She still spits up a lot--just a warring." 

“Alright, | got it," | grinned with a soft chuckle. 

"And if I'm not awake," his arm tugged at me again as | tried to leave, "nap time's around ten or eleven" 

"No problem." 

"And." 

"Duff," | smiled, sinking back down beside him, the whining cries beginning to grow rather angry for one so 
small. | ran my fingers through his hair, gently cradling the side of his face so he looked directly at me as | 
brushed away the remaining damp spot from a tear. "I got her, man. Get some rest, okay? We'll see you in a 


couple hours. She'll be just fine--I promise." 


| pressed a lingering kiss to his forehead before | could stop myself. When | pulled away, a tingle of fear for 
what | had done, Duff was smiling up at me, his soft, adorable, sleepy smile | hadn't seen in months. 


"Thanks," he said, a mere croak through his lethargy. "You donno how much | appreciate it” 


"Don't worry about it," | easily shrugged, warmth blossoming in my chest. "But I'd better go before she gets 
madder. Sounds like shes about to explode, she's so pissed off" 


Duff chuckled lazily and nodded. | stayed long enough to pull the sheet back over him, then made pretty damn 


fast work of removing Grace from her car seat and grabbing up the diaper bag beside her. 
Well, the first thing | noticed was the heinous stink | might've cringed and gagged a little dealing with it, too. 
Jesus, that was a fun crash course, but we made it through without much trauma to either of us. God, no 


wonder she was so pissed off. 


She was certainly in a better mood, cleaned up and in a fresh charge of clothes, but | figured at a bright and 


early seven in the morning she was hungry. 


| took her along with me to the kitchen, kept a close eye on her bottle as | nuked it, then made my way to the 
fridge to grab me a little something, too. 


"Well, Uncle Slash's coffee's gonna take a while, but | need my morning bottle, too," | snickered as | cradled her 


with one arm and dug through the fridge with the other, tugging out a Heineken since | figured that was 


better than my usual morning, uh..afternoon swills of whiskey. 


Grace didn't laugh at the joke, but that was fine with me. She actually wasn't bad company. She was calm and 
cool and sucked down her bottle while | sipped on mine, flipping through channels to find something besides 


fucking early morning news and talk shows to watch. 


Let's try to find somethin’ on TV." I'd said as | sat down on the couch and got her hunkered down in one arm, 


rather chipper despite being up all night. 


| flipped and flipped, my beer practically glued to my lips during her breathers as a headache began to try to 
eek its way into me. Grace was pretty relaxed, though. She just kept looking up at me like a baby Duff with 
dark hair that had since faded to blonde, and blue eyes, contentedly giving her bottle hell. 


| hadn't even realized I'd stopped on something that was rather inappropriate for kiddos, even if they are teeny 


tiny with no real idea of what was going on. 


"Oh, shit! Boobies!" | finally snapped to, seizing up the remote and quickly clicking for a more appropriate 
channel. "Bet your daddy don't want you lookin’ at boobies yet. Well, on second thought you're a baby..probably 


spend a lot of your time on one." 


"Ugh..." | grimaced uneasily and shivered, rather grossed out at the intrusive thought that came to mind. 
"Aaaand just like that, Uncle Slash made himself queasy." 


Grace promptly smiled around her bottle at that. Go figure. 


A healthy burp and a disgusting, surprising amount of spit up on my bare shoulder later we were sat up on 


the couch, just hanging out and watching something we could both agree on--Looney Tunes. 


| didn't have toys for a kid, really, but | grabbed her a couple stuffed dinos | had laying around. She didn't 
really do anything with them, and was instead content to chew and drool all over my hand for about an hour 
and a half as | talked to her. She liked playing with my hair, too, and | got a little giggle out of telling her how 
the apple didn't fall far from the tree as she smiled when she tugged a curl and watched it spring back. 


Noon rolled around surprisingly soon for my first babysitting gig (probably ever), and I'd managed to pat her 
to sleep on my chest around eleven thirty or so. The weird thing was..well.that it wasn't weird. Not at all. Sure, 
| hated her mother's fucking guts and the situation between Duff and | was certainly depressing, but | didn't 
mind watching Grace. She wasn't obtrusive to me. She wasn't unwelcome. She was pretty cool, and by the time 


| heard footsteps descending the stairs | was actually kind of sad she and Duff would soon have to leave. 


Wary to disturb her, | didn't spin around to greet Duff, but | felt hands on my shoulders and turned my face 


upwards, a little smile as | said, "Mornin’. Sleep well?" 


‘Mornin’, baby." He sounded well-rested, but | wasn't certain if the pet name and the tiny peck that met my 
lips was spawned out of habit or crossed wires from deep sleep. | sure as fuck wasn't gonna ask, though. It 
made me too fucking happy, and | beamed like a complete dumbass as | took in his somnolent appearance, his 
heavy eyes, his short hair sticking out in all directions, and that tired, loose little smile. "Best | have in months, 


actually." 


"Good to hear." God, | had to be grinning like a loon. "You look a lot better than you did last night, that's for 


sure. Coffee's in there if you want some." 


He made a quiet, excited, "Oooh," of interest, patted and softly kissed Grace's head where she rested on my 
chest, then took off for the kitchen, my coffee mug in tow, but not before affectionately ruffling my hair. 


It was one of those moments where | was so fucking happy that | could've kicked my own ass up and down the 


goddamn street for fucking up something that still felt so natural, even if we shouldn't have been doing it. 


Hell, | don't even think Duff noticed what had happened (and | wasn't about to say shit) as he eased himself 
onto the couch beside me, eyeing me with a fuck ton of trepidation as | extremely carefully took a sip of 


coffee over Grace. It wasn't easy with his wary eagle eye on me, either, but | totally understood. 


He had himself a few satisfying swallows of coffee, his leg a respectful distance from mine where we sat, the 
stillness surprisingly easy. 


| noticed him eyeing me inquisitively over the rim of his cup. | raised my brows in a questioning way, gently 
resting my hands on Grace as she squirmed on me, repositioning her just slightly so she wouldn't slide off as 
he cast a curious glance between she and myself. "So.. She been okay for you? Hope she hasn't, like, been a 


nightmare or nothin." 


"Dude, no way," | shook my head, keeping my voice soft. "She's been totally cool. Well, except for that fuckin’ 
diaper first thing this morning." | shook my head with a puckered face that portrayed just how grody the 

experience had been. "No wonder she was pissed. But other than that she's been great. Just kinda hung out, 
watched Looney Tunes, and stuff while you slept. Then she knocked out after a little crying session and here 


we are.” 


Duff's smile was warm, overflowing with fondness. "That's good to hear." Then suddenly his face flashed with 
an endearing blush. "Was really cute comin’ downstairs and seeing you two snuggled up together. Like, the big, 


bad motherfucker you put yourself out to be can be really sweet and nurturing, too." 


"Eh, she's my niece," | affectionately shrugged, giving her a little pat on the back. "And she's your kid, man. I'm 
not gonna let anything happen to her. And it was kinda fun babysitting, if I'm being honest” 


| was struck with a sudden idea, my expression scrunching in thought as | watched Wile E. Coyote plummet off 


the edge of a cliff. 


"You know.." | took the chance, feeling much like the coyote on TV, "if you ever want some down time when 
you're on the clock, or..or even a place to crash if you need to rest, you can always give me a call. | can 


watch her when I'm home, you can skive off from the gym and have a nap, or, you know..whatever. If you'd 


like." 


Duff's eyes were a beautiful shade of spring green over his coffee cup, soft and contemplative as he 


considered my offer over several long drinks. 
Even so, a dire sense of you're-a-fuckin'-idiot-Slash descended upon me again. 


Duff placed his mug on his lap and wove his fingers around it, licking his lips and studying the television for a 
few seconds before he looked back at me, smiling. "Yeah, that sounds good, actually.” 


He reached over to gently rub Grace's back, glowing with a gorgeous contentment. "I love her, ya know, but 
damn, sometimes a little nap would be nice. And my mom's wantin to meet her and | don't really have people 
down here that | trust to watch her. Susan does," he rolled his eyes, "so good for her. But as far as | go." he 


shrugged, somewhat forlornly, "she's kind of all on me." 


| scowled, unsuccessfully hiding it. It kind of figured to me. Sounded like he was bearing a lot of the 
responsibility when the whore got off scot-free. 


Duff noticed my sour face before | could wipe it off. 


"Its-- Its not like that, Slash," he countered, a soft defense in his tone. "She's a good mom. She's a good friend, 
too. | get out, | go to the gym, go to my classes, and she takes care of the baby when I'm gone. | just don't 
have sufficient contacts like she does. Think about it, ya know? How many responsible, upstanding people do | 


know anymore? How many people can | trust, really, truly trust, with my kid?" 


| wanted to throw it back in his face that he would apparently he'd let some junkie drunk like me watch her, 
but then | remembered that / was the one who left, not him. 


| kept my silence, nodding, forcing my face into one of polite understanding even if | still simmered. 


"Well," | began, shrugging off the rest of my perturbation, "at least you have somewhere to go now. She'll be 


safe with me. We'll always be here, so you know where to find us." 


"| know," he smiled, almost sadly. The pat that followed on my leg was much more energetic and sweet, though 
more platonic than romantic. "Thanks for all this, though. For talkin’ to me, drivin’ with me, lettin’ us stay over, 


and offering to watch her and all that. Means a lot to me, man" 


‘Of course," | replied, softly emphatic with a vigorous nod of my head. It gave me a sense of warmth when he 


giggled as my hair bounced into my face. "Its what I'm here for. Anytime, you know?" 


"So, uh, whatddya say | pay you back a little, huh?" He coaxed, a grin that was all too familiar. "Lunch on me 
after Grace wakes up? Your choice. Maybe make it a tradition?" 


It did become a tradition When Duff needed some rest, he came over. When he just wanted out of the house, 
he and Grace would stop by. Hell, when he just wanted to grab some coffee and pie he dropped by and we'd go 


to one of our favorite places near the neighborhood. It was a nice change while | was home. 


There was nothing weird about it, really, and despite our situation it was nice for us to be around one another. 
Our conversations got easier. The atmosphere quickly lost tension. We could talk freely again. | felt as if I'd 
gained my main confidante back, and | hoped he felt likewise. 


| got to watch Grace slowly (or quickly) grow, and | also got to watch Duff bloom into a wonderful father, too. 
That was a neat, strange, yet endearing journey. He was always so doting, patient, and affectionate, teaching 


her everything he could every step of the way. 


It was like he was born for that role. Hell, maybe even more so than playing music. Then again | guess he had 


a lot of babysitting experience with all those nieces, nephews, and, you know..me. 


Christmas wasn't so lonely that year. | may not have gotten to spend Christmas Day with him, but | did see 


him and his tiny elf a few days later for lunch, coffee, and presents. 


Things were looking up for us, even if we weren't together. The new year rolled by and | even saw him for his 


birthday, too. 
But life had other plans, it seemed. It never fails that as soon as you get comfortable, get into a routine and 
find a new normal that it kicks you in the ass and shows you a new struggle, something else to deal with that 


can't be ignored. 


At least this time it wasn't my fault. It wasn't Duff's, either, though. It was simply life. 


Chapter Twelve: Anxious Goodbyes 


Author's Notes: 
Woo hoo I'm back! Updates are probably going to come at a snail's pace for a while, but I'm still gettin’ ‘em 
done. Happy New Year to you all..a week late! 


March, 1998. 


The house key was hardly in the lock when | heard the phone ring through the door. 


"Oh, are you fuckin’ serious?" My agitation hissed with my murmured gripe. "Can't even get my fuckin’ foot in 
the door. Ain't even home for one goddamn minute! Fuckin’ ridiculous." 


Still muttering fiery, unintelligible grumbles | jammed my key in the lock with a scorching roll of my eyes, 
shoulder shoved the door open, and lurched myself into the darkness of my home, oh so thrilled to be 
bothered after such a dragging clusterfuck of a day. 


| wasn't in a bad mood, per se. It had just been a, "Fuck! What now?!" kinda day, if you know what | mean, and 
I'd had enough. It was just a lot of little things, really: a shitty plane ride home where | couldn't get the amount 
of booze | wanted and this old, rich bitch who'd apparently bathed her wrinkly ass in some cloying, flowery 
perfume kept hogging the arm rest with her bony fuckin’ elbow, luggage misplacement issues (that took two 
fucking hours to sort out--hooray!), and of course Los Angeles’ notoriously wretched traffic was as infernal 
as ever. Though my plane had touched down around noon it was damn near fucking six in the evening when | 


got home. 


| just knew it was gonna be someone who wanted to pester the fuck out of me. Mostly | figured it was my 
manager who had been bitching that he was gonna call to iron out some additional tour dates and book some 
studio time within the next few months. The motherfucker had impeccable timing, whether | had just walked 
into the house or | was busy fucking some groupies on the road. | swear the guy had a button on me primed 


to go off whenever it was most inconvenient for me to deal with his bullshit. 

So, imagine my pleasant surprise when it wasn't my manager's name on the Caller ID. 

Poor Max almost got squashed | threw my bag on the couch so damn fast. He darted away with a startled 
yelp, much more dog-like than cat-like, and shot me an infuriated, indignant glare | completely ignored as | 


plopped my happy ass on the couch. 


My cheeks lightly cramped from my first real smile of the day, | eagerly snatched up the phone and answered, 
"Hey! Good timing, man! | just walked in the door. What's up? 


Now, imagine how my lovely surprise soured the instant | realized the person on the line was most certainly 


not Duff. 
"Hey, Slash? This is Susan 
| pulled the phone from my face, squinting at it in repugnance, my upper lip curled. the fuck? 


"Why the fuck are you calling me?!" | wanted to bellow with all the suppressed hatred that boiled in me the 
second | registered her voice. Instead, thinking better, | kept my cool. For Duff's sake, not mine, just to clarify. 
"Hey, yeah. How are ya? What's goin’ on?" 


Forcing politeness made me wanna puke out my rage with the unacceptably low amount of liquor in my 
stomach. My body was physically repulsed by the extension of..courtesy, and my calm vocal demeanor was 


completely betrayed by how violently my fingertips were boring into my temples. 


What the actual fuck do you want? How the hell did you get my number and what in the living bowels of fiery hell 
makes you think you can fucking call me? | dont lke you. | don’t ike your face. | don’t like your goddamn voice, and 
Í sure as hell dont ike that youre contacting me! The fuck makes you think you can mar what little peace and 


serenity Ive achieved at home with so much as your merest goddamn mention?! 
"There's something wrong with Duff." 


Oh... Shit. 


| instantly paid closer attention despite my less-than-friendly feelings, scooting to the edge of my seat, ready 
to hop up at any moment. My mind instantly went towards my darkest, most morbid fears. "Is he okay? What- 


what's goin’ on?" 


Even if | hated her fucking guts | couldn't deny the concern | heard though her yammered, worried tone, "He's 
just.. He's freaking out. He won't talk to me, he won't move, he won't say anything, he's breathing funny.. It's 
like he doesn't even see me or realize I'm here. He just keeps freaking out and l.. | don't know what to dol |, | 
thought..you've been friends for so long, so | thought you might know what's going on. Your number's on speed 
dial in his office and you're the first person | thought to call” 


My mind split two ways, one side berating this brain dead bimbo for being so fuckin’ airheaded as to not 
realize a panic attack when she saw one, and the other side pondering just how much of our relationship Duff 


had divulged to her. If anything besides the platonic facets, that is. 


“tll be right there." | anxiously jingled the keys still clutched in my hand. "Gimme a couple minutes and I'll be 
there." 


| didn't bother to hear her reply before | hung up the phone. For once | wasn't being rude, honestly. | was 


actually pretty worried. 


To my knowledge the last true panic attack Duff endured had been in December, the first time we saw one 
another since Grace was born. We still spoke very openly to each other, and if he had a hiccup with his 
anxiety he'd always tell me. He'd achieved an impressive sense of mind-over-matter with sobriety, so anything 
besides an occasional wave of anxiety, or even daily reoccurring bouts, were rare. It was nothing he couldn't 
handle easily on his own. Everything had been fine, | thought, and | was curious as to what had happened to set 
him off. 


| made sure to give the needy Maxi-Pad a speedy bit of affection before | left, but he was less than amused 
with his brief pat on the head and, "I'll be right back, buddy. Daddy needs me," before | disappeared right out 
the front door. 


The ride was short, and | snuffed out my churning emotions when | pulled up to a house that used to be my 
home, now with different landscaping and a car in the drive that wasn't mine. It made a trickle of bile creep up 
my throat, but even as perturbed as | was at the outside, which really hadn't changed all that much, the 


inside of the house was the real kicker. 


| didn't bother to knock Fuck that. That had been my home for years, and | wasn't about to act like a goddamn 
stranger in a place that held significantly more value to me than the gold digging she-goblin who'd taken my 
place. | still had a key so | let myself in, immediately stopping in my tracks to sneer at the glaring change of 


decor. 


Pastels. Sickeningly soft blue, green, and tan. Why the fuck were there so many pastels? And throw pillows? 
How many goddamn pillows does a couch need?! A new couch, at that! Like there was anything wrong with the 
old one we'd bought two years ago! Ambient flowers in sparkling, elaborate glass vases dotted the end tables 
and coffee table, resting on dainty little doilies, plus blankets that matched the awful puke pillows were draped 
just-so over the backs of the arm chair and couch. Framed paintings of watercolor flowers were collage style 


on the walls in elaborate, woven, whitewashed frames, and there was even a new fucking rug, Jesus fucking 


Christ. 


About the only trace of Duff to be found were the music awards lined on the built-in shelves beside the 
hallway that led to what had once been the snake room and game room. | dreaded what that sorcery she'd 
done to them, and forced the forming images to die somewhere in the back of my mind with all the other 


unpleasantries that swirled through it. 


What had once been basically a homey, masculine, sophisticated hangout space of a house with a thick mingling 
of gypsy charm sprinkled in it was now cookie cutter as fuck. My former sanctuary was now completely 
fucking alien to me. | felt like l'd stepped into every abhorrent home decor magazine l'd ever had the 
unfortunate opportunity to read while trapped in the doctor's office. Bitch didn't waste any fuckin’ time puttin’ 
her nauseating stamp on the place, did she? 


There was one small light in all the putrid pastel chaos, though. Little Grace, about seven months old, sitting in 


a field of toys on the floor, violently hammering out tinny, discordant tones on a xylophone. 


She looked up and raised her arms in the air with a happy squeal, giving a little bounce where she sat the 


second she laid eyes on me. 


Even with Duff in distress and the sheer shock of such ghastly, generic decor in a place that used to be very, 


very man-friendly, | could always spare a few seconds for her. She was my niece, after all 


"Hey, sweetie!" | swiped her right up and gave her the equivalent of a baby bear hug, complete with playful, 
quiet growls and a firm, but gentle squeeze. "How are you, huh? Have you been good? Been buggin’ Daddy for 
me while l'm away?" 


She babbled, and smiled, and drooled, instantly making a mad grab for my hair. Man, at least I'm not 
tenderheaded. Kid had a hell of a grip for one so little. 


| heard footsteps begin to descend down the stairs, ones lighter, softer, unfamiliar for all the years I'd heard 
the weight of a 6'3" giant tromp down them. 


"Oh, thank god you're here.” Susan's steps reached nearly a manic pace as she sped her way down. 


| didn't bother to take in her appearance, too silently agitated by the look she gave me when she noticed Grace 
in my arms. Something akin to being confused and uncomfortable with me around her kid, like | was suddenly 


gonna snatch her up and replace her with a changeling or some shit. 


Calm the fuck down, bitch, | hoped my face didn't betray my growling internal words, / aint here fo steal your 
kid 


| gingerly untangled the chunky infant hand from my hair and pried my silver shark tooth pendant from Grace, 
which was now covered in baby drool as she had been chewing on it, and quickly sat her back down, doing my 


best to keep my hackles lowered instead of raised. "He calm down yet? What's goin’ on?" 


She might've relaxed a fraction, l'm not sure. What | am sure of was that | had a moment of jealousy | hadn't 
expected where | thought about all the sex we'd had on the stairs she was currently situated on, and | 


wondered if they'd been used since. 
Like a passing breeze the moment was gone as soon as it had arisen, leaving me panging with a mixture of 
irritation, longing, and stupidity, but most of all concern for the reason! was now standing in a place so 


foreignly familiar. 


"No. He's in the shower." Her arms rose and fell with a sigh of worried frustration. "I still can't get him to so 


much as look at or acknowledge me. It's like I'm not even here." 


Maybe you're not as "here" as you think. 


"Yeah, he thinks too fuckin! much in the shower," | shook my head, beginning to make my way past her. | 
seethed silently when my shoulder accidentally bumped hers, wanting to hiss pull away as if she were diseased, 
but | refused to act upon it. "Always happens.” 


| raised an arm, gesturing to the kitchen, hoping to successfully execute a plan for privacy I'd conceived on the 
quick drive over. "Tea helps. Top shelf against the right wall in the pantry. Don't make it in the microwave--he 
doesn't like it like that. Boil the water on the stove. I'll go see what's up." 


Again | gave her no time to reply. This time it was more out of rudeness than before since | felt so 
uncomfortable in my once beloved surroundings. Her bold changes and mere presence drove me up the stairs 


two at a time, but even the repulsion | felt wasn't as strong as the driving need to come to Duff's aid. 


| slipped behind the bedroom door and flicked the lock, barring any unwanted intrusion. | ignored the 
unrecognizable state of the room we used to share, forcing my mind to stop replaying years' worth of 
memories, happy, sad, playful, sexual, mundane, even angry, and cursing why the fucking hell she felt a need 
for thirty goddamn pillows on the bed, but | couldn't ignore the sounds of distress that hit my ears the 
instant the door shut. 


| was immediately in crisis mode, an iron fist of apprehension crushing my innards. 
| darted as quickly as | could to the bathroom, kicking off my shoes, not bothering with anything else when | 
saw the sight of a long, lanky body curled into a ball, backed into a far corner, through the steamy glass 


doors. 


"Hey... | yanked the door open and threw myself to my knees before Duff, hastily looking him over in a brief 


inspection. 


| saw no sign of blood, no sign of injury, which was good. He'd managed to fuck himself up pretty well a few 
times when an attack hit in the shower, so at least this time he was unscathed. 


Satisfied with his lack of wounds, | gently took his face in my hands, coaxing him to look at me, the water that 


soaked my clothing scarcely registering. 


"Hey." | flicked my wet hair from my face with a jerk of my head, then lowered my eyes to his, my thumbs 


stroking his cheekbones. His gaze was somewhere far beyond me. "Hey, what's goin’ on? What happened?" 
| didn't expect a reply, nor did | get one. 
| swallowed hard, painfully gnawing my bottom lip in worry. 


This was a sight | hadn't seen in so long. In terms of an attack, Duff was gone. | knew the second | heard the 
forceful, strangled breaths tearing at his throat when | entered the bedroom, but mostly | knew because he 


had been this way for who-knows-how-long and the grip of the attack hadn't weakened. 


It was more than that, though. | just knew. | knew Duff. | knew how he handled these things and the impressive 


grasp he had on controlling them, and the fact that he was so far gone was extremely troubling. 


| was right in his face, and though he looked directly into my eyes he didn't click that | was right there. He 
just stared off, the glaze of terror in his gaze, his face trapped in a look of panic, his muscles contracting 
beneath his skin with his frantic breaths, heaving so hard | could count every one of his ribs. 


"Duff, baby, I'm right here," | gently, soothingly murmured, still brushing his cheeks with my thumbs. "It's 
okay. Youre okay. It'll pass, remember? Try to breathe. Talk when you can. What happened, sweetheart? What's 
going on? What got you so upset?" 


| repeated the same phrases over and over, talking to him, trying to make him realize | was right before him. | 
said the same things I'd been saying for ten years, over and over again, trying to comfort, trying to be a 
boon, and | felt like a broken record. 


Several, several minutes passed, and | remained unsuccessful in my endeavor. No matter all the words | said, 
all the strokes of my hands on his face, or my palms down his arms, or my embrace around him, | couldn't 
break the spell. | felt like I'd lost my touch, that | couldn't pull him from a panic as quickly and efficiently as | 
used to. It made a dull throb of disappointment well within me, like this was just one more failure to add to my 


list, one more way | had let him down, 


| didn't let my shortcomings get to me, though. | persisted. | had to, and soon that pang of pain in my chest 
melted when | saw the tiny shift in his eyes. He took a final, deep, shaky breath, and grew quiet. His eyes 
focused on me, that shine of panic instantly giving way to a glisten of tears. In a split second | saw relief, 
shame, and sadness cloud his gaze, then he lurched forward and clung to me, his head coming to rest right 


over my heart, his body racked with hard, heartbroken sobs in exchange of terrified hyperventilating. 
| breathed a sigh of relief, but there wasn't much relief to be found. 


"Hey, it's okay." | wrapped him in the safety of my arms, combing my fingers through his hair, which had 
returned back to blonde though it was still short, thankfully more on the shaggy side than spiky. "I got you, 
sweetheart. | got you." 


The trance was broken. For now there was nothing more that needed to be said. Only a need for me to be 
present, to hold him, and comfort him, to be a rock in his churning sea of tumult, to wait for the storm to 


pass and be the ear or shoulder he needed. To be whatever he needed. 


After minutes of miserable tears | didn't feel beneath the warm waterfall from the shower head, after slowly 
rocking to calm, and after his fingers as relinquished their anxious grip on my shirt, easing to self-soothing 
rubs of my chest instead of clutching for dear life, Duff breathed. He took a single, deep, cleansing breath, like 
it was the first time he could breathe in ages. But despite that clear inhale, the exhale was shaky, filled with 


unspoken emotion. 


"I gotta go," he whispered so quietly | could barely make it out beneath the pouring water. He scooted further 
up my body, his head still on my chest, as if he were attempting to meld himself to me. 


"Go?" | frowned down at that short, blonde hair, a plethora of questions spinning in my head. "Go where?" 
Duff took another breath, this one sounding like a death rattle. 
"Home," he croaked. "Seattle. | gotta go home." 


My eyes fell in time with my heart. That pang of distress I'd endured earlier was nothing compared to what | 
felt with those six little words. 


"Oh." Was all | could say, my heart cracking with the realization of what his words meant. 


| swallowed my pain | had been the savior in this situation, and no matter the outcome or how | felt, | needed 


to be strong, even if | sure as hell didn't feel like it. "W-why?" 


"Mom," Duff morosely replied, nuzzling himself closer, his face gliding up to bury in my neck. "She's not doin’ 


good, ya know? And.. And Grace.. Before.. You know." 

He shrugged beneath my arm, a troubled, resigned air about the gesture. 

My face burned with suppressed sorrow. 

| knew Alice's health had been declining for years; Duff kept me filled in, and sometimes I'd even get a call out 
of the blue from her despite our separation. The prospects were looking grim, and | couldn't blame Duff for 
wanting him and Grace to spend as much time with her as he could before the inevitable. | wouldve done the 
same if it were my mother. Death comes for all of us eventually, and no one, at any time or any place, is safe. 
| understood. | agreed. But | still dreaded. 

| held him closer, pressing my cheek to the top of his head, nodding as a cold weight settled on my chest. 
This. This is if, then. This means the end No more cups of coffee or lunches. No more late night car rides. No 
more drop-ins. No more naps when you're supposed to be at the gym. No more Grace. No more stolen moments 
of affection where we both forget we're no longer together. No more..anything 


As much as my life had already fallen apart, this felt so much worse. 


When | swallowed my throat was dry as a bone. 


"Are you..are you movin’ into the house up there?" | managed to make myself ask, already knowing and fearing 


the answer. 
"Yeah." 
My heart sank further. But it seared with fury, Too. 


The Seattle House had been our home away from home. It had every amenity we ever wanted, and was 


overflowing with memories just as plentiful as our home in LA. 


We'd chosen it together. It was a little slice of romance, a place of respite, a place for privacy, and where we 
went for down time or even holidays. There had been parties, and not just the druggy, boozy bashes we were 
famous for that raged for days on end. 


There had been Christmases, and Thanksgivings, and get-togethers with Duff's family. It was where we went 
when he'd gotten out of the hospital. It was where we went when the neighborhood of our lake house in 


California was overrun with people from our partying scene and we wanted to be left the fuck alone. 


It was a sanctuary. It was a haven, It was one more place | held dear that would be defiled by her fucking 


presence. 
She's a fuckin’ inescapable scourge. 


"How'd you know?" Duff's hushed question mildly pulled me from my gloomy, mourning thoughts. "How'd you 
know that |..you know.” 


"She called me," | replied more coldly than | anticipated, unwilling to utter her name. 


Duff didn't scoot away, but he sat up, his head slightly tilted and his brows arched in surprise. "Really? | can't 


believe you actually interacted with her." 


"Don't be too shocked," | smirked despite the muddled feelings in the air. "She called, said you were upset, and 


here | am." 


One of Duff's eyes squinted in suspicion, a small smile tugging at the left side of his mouth. "Man, and you 
didn't try to, like, scratch her eyes out or nothin?" 


He put on his who-the-fuck-are-you-and-what-have-you-done-with-My-Slash face, pulling a fond grin from 


me, as it was an expression | hadn't received in forever. 


"You needed me," | shrugged. It was a no-brainer. "It wasn't time for petty vengeances. | mean, | wasn't exactly 
polite or a dick, | don't think. | was worried. You're more important than whatever bullshit | feel towards her, 


you know?" 


Duff's gaze lowered to the tile floor, a blush of flattery tinting his cheeks, his bashful smile increasing. A small 
moment of easy silence passed between us, filled only with the mild rustling of water, before his palm came to 


rest, almost cautiously, on my thigh, softly patting. 


“Thanks for all this." His eyes met me, gentle, greatful, a familiar emotion now left unspoken, swept beneath the 


rug, in his gaze. 

Before | could so much as begin to enjoy the internal buzz of the sentiment in his eyes, a flash of 
embarrassment consumed his features. He looked down between our bodies, mine clothed and his bare, at the 
translucent bubbles that swirled in the water, distinctly flustered, 

"l. 'm sorry, too," he frowned, brows seriously pinched. | heard his uncomfortable swallow, and saw the once 
pleasant rosy hint to his cheeks intensify with shame. "l.. | feel stupid for freaking out. | mean, l.. | know its not 
forever or whatever, you know, and its not a distance we've never been separated from each other before." 
"Just.never for so long a time," | dolefully completed his sentence, a sense of doom looming above me. 

Duff gloomily nodded, the gesture as stiff as if his vertebra had morphed to corroded iron. 

Again | felt the need to be the savior, to be the lighthearted one in the situation, to find a fix for his pain. 


"But, you know, the good news is we'll still talk, right?" | took the chance, resting my hand atop his where it sat 
on my thigh, and his smoothly flipped over to entwine our fingers. My chest heated with melancholy warmth. 


| mean, there's such a thing as phones. And planes" | released a chuckle, attempting to inject a ray of humor 
into our dolor. | successfully coaxed a small, puffing chortle from him, his eyes ungluing from the floor and 
meeting mine. "And we've still got projects to work on, too. Appearances to make, gigs to play, songs to record. 


You're one of the few people | don't want to leave me the fuck alone, so I'm afraid you won't get off so easily.” 
Duff laughed again, easier, lighter, leaning over to rest his head on my shoulder. 


"I know." His short hair was scratchy on my cheek as he nodded. "It's irrational and | know it. And | know, you 


know, that things'll be alright. It just... 


"It sucks," | agreed with grim finality, like a huff of heavy, stale air released from an ancient tomb. "It. It 
fuckin’ sucks." 


Duff nodded once more, drawing a deep sigh, the sound heavy with the weight of the world | knew he was 
feeling and fighting. 


For a while there was silence, and in that silence | was so aware of his hand in mine, of his warmth sinking into 


me as the water began to get cooler, of the soft smoothness of his skin on what little of mine was exposed. | 


thought of all the times we'd been right there, in that exact situation, Duffs heart heavy along with mine as | 
tried to lift him up. And though the memories of panic weren't my favorites, they were still something I'd 
miss simply because he was there. He was warm, and solid, and right there beside me, and soon he'd be 


nothing more than a cold, hard phone held to my ear. 

| stared down at our joined hands, forever etching them into my memory. 

This time | couldn't fight the fear in my hesitant, timid question "When.when do you go?" 

"About a month" He shrugged, resigned, reluctant. "Got a lot of packing to do. A lot of sorting. Gotta get the 
house ready to be rented out and," he drew a long, stressed breath, muttering through clenched teeth, "move 


my entire fucking life a thousand miles away.” 


"Just promise you'll tell me goodbye before you leave," | insisted, giving his hand a playful, yet slightly 


threatening squeeze. "Remember: | know where you live. You forget about me, I'll come kick your ass." 
"Seriously?" Duff sat up enough to look right into my eyes, a mischievous smile on his lips the likes | hadn't 
seen in far too long. He nearly crushed my hand in return, that wicked glint softening. "And | should kick your 


ass for thinkin’ | could ever forget about you." 


And you know what? Turns out he didn't forget. 


It was an unusually cool spring day in California. The cloudy evening sky painted itself with melding streaks of 
bloody crimson and vibrant yellows behind fat, grey, silver-lined clouds in favor of its usual brilliant sun that 


sent the hills alight, casting them in deeper shadows as opposed to making them glow like polished, rocky gold. 
The day was growing old, and | was growing anxious. 
"l'Il give ya a call before | leave," Duff had told me about a week prior. "To, you know..say goodbye." 


I'd agreed, said | couldn't wait to hear from him, but | wanted more than a phone call, of course. Something 


substantial. Something interactive. But | suppose | wasn't in the position to negotiate, now, was |? 


| stood beneath the steaming water cascading from the shower head, my face twisted in deep thought. | drew 


from my cigarette, my frown only growing with my forked nasal exhale. 


He was set to leave out the next day, and while | had plans that night | somewhat looked forward to | was 
looking towards that phone call even more, and wondered if it just might come that night. | didn't want to be a 
dick, but sitting around waiting for the phone to ring sounded much more enticing than my first genuine date 


since we separated. 


He had moved on, seeing as the home that was once ours was now overrun with trinkets of an unwelcome, 


feminine persuasion, and | supposed it was my time, Too. 


| stared down at the swirling water between my bare feet, my gaze numbly shifting to the small pile of 
cigarette butts dropped in the far corner. For a minute | studied the brown, tarry trickle of water that leaked 
from it, forming a muddy rivulet that dissolved to clarity when it met the shallow whirlpool that sucked it 
down the drain. | shook my head, shut off the water, and made my way out before | procrastinated further, 


my brain parted in endless directions. 


| dried off hastily, dismal greyness bleeding into my chest accompanied with a lukewarm smile as | wrapped my 


hair. 

‘Black magic, black magic!" 

"Would you just shut the fuck up about my black magic towel already, asshole!" 
‘Dude, never! That shits black magic, Slash, Im tellin’ ya. Blaaaaack. Maaaagic." 


It had been ten years and he still teased me for it. It got old It got fuckin’ obnoxious and drove me bat shit 


insane. But you know what? What | wouldn'tve done to hear it one more time. 


| knew it was time to move on Life was changing. Duff was leaving and | was staying put in my Los Angeles 
bubble, in my life of booze, and women, and hanging on to every tiny call and rendezvous, getting brief tastes 


of a fix | could never truly have. 


And you certainly won't be getting those small bumps of yearning euphoria anymore. At least no where near as 
many. No more pretending for you, asshole. 


Though it was my first time back on the playing field, | didn't find myself primping like | wouldve for a night 
out with Duff. | didn't fluff my hair more than usual. | didn't dress myself with provocative flirtation in mind. 
Hell, | just threw on any old thing, really, as if | were going to an interview as opposed to dinner and drinks with 
someone who finally held my attention with more than her body and face. | mean, I'd already fucked her, but 
the conversation wasn't bad. Anyway, | didn't even bother with jewelry, honestly. Actually, | know for a fact 


I've put on more jewelry for a damn interview than | did for that date night. 


And still, | found myself perched before my jewelry cabinets holding a mottled red and black bone band in the 
palm of my hand. | did this more often than | liked to admit, cradling it, studying it, running the pad of my 


finger along its gleaming, polished surface, my brow creased from my ruminations. 


| babied that ring. | adored it, the story behind it, and the memories that came along with it. Yet | mourned. | 


lamented. | pined. | cursed myself. 


| could kick my ass a thousand times over. | had someone who did practically everything for me, spoiled the 
shit out of me and worshiped the ground | walked on. Hell, | even had someone whose sex drive matched, and 
sometimes even surpassed mine, which is hard to find. 


| wanted for nothing, be it affection, food, clothes, jewelry, fucking anything and everything | wanted and more. 
If Duff was anything he was a doter, and he was always looking for little ways to make my day. 


For fuck's sake the guy let me install a fuckin’ seven-foot-tall T-Rex in the backyard, and happily joined me in 
dressing it in skimpy bikinis, crazy hats and goofy outfits. For my birthday one year he even bought a soft 
pink feather boa and matching, fancy titty tassels for it. 


Oh, man, that was a hell of a party. The theme was burlesque, and though | could hardly remember it | still 
had pictures from it, including one of me doing a feathered fan dance (complete with titty tassels) drunk off 
my ass in nothing but shorts while Duff, Matt, Baz, and a couple guys from Alice In Chains laughed their red- 
faced asses off in the background. 


| tried not to think about that because it made me so damn embarrassed my ears practically smoked, and | 
sure as shit hoped most everyone was too goddamn sloshed to recall the incident. | suppose the photo was 
concrete evidence, though. And when | think about it it isn't even that bad, really. Hell, Duff and | had 


homemade pornos that were much more interesting and incriminating than an intoxicated, half-naked fan dance. 
„| tried not to think about those, either. 


Our collection of home movies (both graphic and not-so-graphic) were divided evenly between us when we 
separated. They still got some use, at least on my end. They were usually watched in my dour, brooding moods, 
when | wanted to beat myself up in a moment self-pity, the passionate, romantic clips more prevalent because 
they reminded me what I'd lost, what | still wanted, and what | knew | had no choice but to leave behind. That's 
not to say the raunchier, rougher videos didn't get play because they certainly did. Always when | was 
smashed off my ass, belligerent, pissed off, full of self-hate, and looking to get into trouble. | always found it, 


too. 


Most of all, though, | was still heartbroken. Still in love nearly a year later, even after everything that had 
happened. 


A dismal sigh left my lips and | nestled the ring back within the hordes of others in the jewelry cabinet, all my 
favorites, all with Your Duff engraved upon them, all of them memories and stories | couldn't bring myself to 
part with. 

A year. Almost an entire year, and I'd only brought myself to take it off a month ago. 

Happy birthday, Duff. 


He'd noticed, too, when | met up to give him his gift. He had the same look on his that had been on mine when | 


saw the empty space on his finger a few months after Grace was born, around the time | assume the clueless 
cunt moved in and usurped my place. It was an expression of dreary finality, acute hurt he was reluctant to 


show simply due to circumstance and time passed. 


| instead chose a white gold snake with ruby eyes to fill the void, the truly infinitesimal details impeccable, as 
was Duff's style. 


Even if | wasn't completely comfortable wearing Duff's bestowed gifts on a date, it was one of my favorite 
pieces, plus the nakedness of my hand gnawed at me like a fucking disease. | couldn't stand the sight of that 
minuscule patch of skin, a few shades lighter than whatever tan | happened to be sporting at the time, and 
strived to keep it occupied at all times. 


| stared down, entranced, at the faceted crimson eyes of the shining metal serpent, suddenly pulled from my 
reverie by the sounds of Max going utterly ballistic downstairs. Even upstairs his claws were heard snagging in 


the carpet as he ran amok and filled the entire house with his gruff, barking youl. 
The doorbell rang and | finally snapped to, realized what the fuck was going on, and decided to investigate. 


| hadn't expected company. People as a general rule knew not to just drop by any fuckin’ time they liked unless 
they were one of the lucky few. The only thing | could figure was someone got impatient or | had 


procrastinated for several more hours than | intended. Oops. 


The fuck? Im not late for the restaurant, am F Why would she show up here instead of call? She should know me 
better by now. 


A gaze to the Felix the Cat clock on the living room wall signaled that | wasn't late at all. 


| was fairly distracted by my thoughts when Max darted in front of me in a carpet-destroying, ear-splitting, 
mad delight right as | reached the bottom of the stairs, and | had a moment of sheer panic the instant | lost 
my footing. | stumbled on my bare feet, stubbed a couple toes on the carpet in the process of failing to find 
my balance, and managed to catch myself on corners of the couch and the end table before my nose was 


bashed in by the headstock of a guitar rested between them. 


Fuckin’ shit!" | took an angry, swinging kick into open air at the cat, who was safely across the room still 
screaming his fuckin’ head off. "Goddamn it, Max, you fuckin’ asshole! Watch where the fuck you're goin’, you 
little bastard! Almost made me fuckin’ kill myself! Jesus, you coulda killed the both of us!" 


Maximus was neither deterred, nor abashed, still sounding his shrieks of friend or foe. 
As | was gathering my dignity, draining the blood from my face, and raising myself to my agitated feet, the 


toes of my right one throbbing from the impact and searing with carpet burn, | heard a muted laugh through 
the closed door. 


My frustration and humiliation changed to intrigue. 
Oh, no way. What the fuck. 
My fiery toes and wounded pride didn't slow me down. Jesus, fuck, | even ran a hand through my hair to fix it. 


| opened the door, a smile too big, too dorky, too fuckin’ happy splitting my face, almost laughing, "Hey! The 
fuck, | thought you were gonna call?!" 


Duff looked warm for one so accustomed to the cold as he, his thick, black woolen peacoat on and a dark 
scarlet scarf around his neck, the ends neatly tucked into the jacket. He held a rather large cardboard box in 
his hands, loaded with multiple items wrapped in foil. God, | could smell the sugary scent already. 


"I thought I'd surprise you," he shrugged, a lovely pink tinge to his cheeks | questioned was from the cold or 


something else. 


He elevated the box in a coaxing manner, his expression easing into a hopeful smile. "Figured we could maybe 
hang out, watch movies or somethin’, order some pizza and eat all kinda sweet shit until we're miserable and 
have to roll ourselves down the stairs. But, ya know, gimme ten minutes or so to head back home, call ya, and 


Ill be back if you want. Buuut it would prolly be easier if | stay." 


"Man, you're stayin," | pointed at the box, tapping it with restrained excitement my face surely couldn't hide, 


“cause that sounds like a good plan and | know there's some good shit in that box! Come on in" 


| made room so he could slip by me, only to pause a few steps away to shift the burden in his arms and 
stare down at the black furball sitting on his haunches, jubilantly caterwauling before him and pawing at his 


sneaker. 
Of course he didnt try to trp Duff. Asshole. 


"Good to see you didn't kill Max," Duff smirked, knowing good and well what happened. "At least he doesn't 


attack your ankles like he used to." 


He gently sat the box on the floor, snatched up the noisy fuck--l mean, cat--and cradled him in his arms to 
scratch his belly. "Hey, buddy! You know you're gettin’ too old for that shit, right? Daddy's gonna step on you 
one day, your old, brittle bones are just gonna," he gave Max a soft squeeze, making a loud, cracking noise, 


“break, and that's it. That's gonna be the end of the Maxi-Pad" 


Duff was the fucking cat whisperer with that motherfucker. How many cats do you know that can do tricks on 
command? | never understood how the fuck he did it, but that cat would fetch, speak, shake your hand, fuckin’ 
everything a dog would. He'd always listen to Duff, but if | wanted anything more than for him to go outside or 
move his furry ass he wouldn't do it. 


"Yet" My brows dropped in a blaze of irritation as | glared at Max, perfectly content in Duffs hold, emitting a 
rumbling purr likely to be heard from the driveway. "I haven't killed him yer" 


Duff puffed out his lower lip in a sympathetic pout, holding the cat closer to his face, his arms tightening 
protectively. 


"Don't listen to him, Max," he whispered conspiratorially. "He can threaten it, but he could never do it. Look at 


me; l'm still alive!" 


"Shut up," | snickered with a painless punch to his arm. | gestured to the box with an eagerness that wasn't 
lost on Duff, who looked proud. "So..whatcha got?" 


‘Oh, a little of this, a little of that," he said helpfully, trading Max for the box. "Where you wanna set up?" 
"| donno." | shrugged slightly, glancing around the living room. "I'm still tryin’ to set up surround sound in the 
movie room--l can't figure it out; I'm fuckin’ retarded or somethin'--so we can do it in here or in the 
bedroom. Lay around, bullshit, and stuff our faces." 


"Just read the fuckin’ directions already," was not the response | expected, but it made me chuckle nonetheless. 


"Maybe | wanna figure it out for myself," | shrugged more forcefully this time. "And that's, like, tryin’ to get 


you to ask directions when we're drivin’ around lost." 


"IIl ask for directions before you'll pick up a damn manual, though. That's the difference. Or just call the 
company and get somebody to set it up, you know?" 


"Man, | can get it. | got it, ya know, just.all these fuckin’ wires and shit, and all these speakers are supposed to 


go in certain places, and | can't figure it out." 
“Slash... Read the manual" 


A look of enlightenment suddenly struck Duff's face, his brows twitching upwards with a menacing air that 
made my ears tingle with caution 


His eyes narrowed and a sly, suspicious grin showed nearly every single tooth. "Or did you already lose the 
directions to it?" 


"l." | crossed my arms gave him the flat, defensive, unimpressed look of one who'd been found out. "I did not." 


"Uh-huh." Duff smugly nodded, unconvinced. He playfully stabbed my forearm with the corner of the box. 


"Just call the guys to come fix it. You're so fuckin’ stubborn" 


| flusteredly stammered, "Just get-get outta here," shooing him with flails of my arms, grinning like a 


dumbass. "Go upstairs or whatever you're gonna do and I'll be there in a minute. | gotta phone call to make." 


"Oh?" He gave me another small jab with the box, snickering. "Gonna call the speaker guys to come set you 


up?" 

"No," | snipped a bit pompously, but not offensively, knowing | was going to take his advice so | couldn't show 
weakness. "It's on my list of shit to do, and it happens to be last on the list, so let me do it so we can dig into 
that damn box." 


“Alright, alright," he placated. "No need to get your damn panties in a knot." 


He tilted his head to the stairwell, towards the bedroom, shifting the box in his arms. "Eh, just for old time's 


sake. See ya up there in a few, yeah?" 


"Yeah," | agreeably nodded, gesturing an arm as if he didn't already possess knowledge of his intended location. 


"Go on up and I'll be right there. If you want you can use another line to call for food" 

"Okie doke. Don't be long." 

He turned and made his way up the stairs, Max padding along behind him, and | began to make my way to the 
kitchen, a considerable distance from stairwell, a more private place to converse. | wasn't keen to share the 


news with Duff that night. 


Right before | crossed the threshold | heard, purposely muttered just loud enough to hear, "Ya know, you'd 
lose your ass if it wasn't attached to you." 


| heard that!" | stopped dead in my tracks, pivoting on my heels to holler back, grinning, "And hey! If you find 
it on the street just be sure to bring it back to me, fucker." 


‘If | do | can't promise it'll be entirely undisturbed." 

"Whatever! Just return it! Well, clean it up first, then return it.” 

"Can do!" 

"Alright, now go upstairs, get set up, and pick a movie so | can be done here." 


Though he couldn't see it, | pointed a stern index finger for effect in a burst of remembrance, "And no war 


movies!" 


"Aww, damn" The verbal pout whined down the stairs, followed by a mock resigned sigh. "Okay, fine. But if | get 


scared, you're holdin’ me and dealin’ with my paranoia for the rest of the night." 


"You got it! And if | find your ass on the street expect to get it back slightly used, too.” 

Duff heartily laughed, a genuine sound that warmed me inside and out. 

"Alright, well, hurry up! lll only wart so long before | start diggin’ in’ 

"Ill be right there, man. Just be a minute" 

The call took much less than a minute, even with my couple minutes of dawdling and rehearsing what | was 
going to say before deciding it all sounded half-assed and lame and cliche and deciding to wing it. Oh well 


Problem solved. Date cancelled. 


When | got to the bedroom there was a fucking smorgasbord of sweets laid out on the bed and movie 


previews already rolling on the TV. 


My eyes had to be enormous when | stepped inside and shut the door behind me, eyeballing the impressively 


massive amount of food. 


Duff tossed the empty box across the room and raised two forks, beaming with victorious foresight. "| came 


prepared." 

"You certainly did," | murmured with astonishment, stepping closer to investigate every last item. 

Three pies, two small cheesecakes (one cherry and one that | hoped was butter rum), these awesome little 
folded pastries filled with chocolate or fruit | can never remember the name of, a goddamn cake, and gallon 
Ziploc bags stuffed full, two each of chocolate chip, double fudge, and my all-time favorite peanut butter 


dinosaur print cookies. 


"Holy shit. How'd you find the time to do this?" | spread my arms before the bed, in fucking awe. "Jesus Christ, 
look at all this food!" 


"Think itll last ya?" He tossed a fork my way, and | managed to catch it without much fumbling. "Had a few 
days in an empty house to finish the ‘odds and ends'" He waved a hand to the bed, then gracefully gestured 
back and forth between our bodies. "These, and this, are those odds and ends. And now we have pizza, too." 


"Dude, I." My voice dwindled | cleared the lump in my throat with a tight swallow. 


| felt a pang that was hard to describe. It was a twisting, confused mire of joy, regret, and love, but 


unworthiness towered above it all. 
"Man, what.. What'd | do to deserve this?" 


The quiet, nonplussed words hung heavy in the air. 


My muscles were tight with tension, but Duff wasn't stressed at all, lithely wiggling out of his coat and 
unwinding his scarf to toss them carelessly over a pile of shoddily folded clothes on the dresser. | hadn't even 


noticed he was wearing red plaid flannel pajama pants beneath his coat. 


"Did | need a reason?" He gently asked, tugging the bottom hem of his black tank top to smooth it out. "You 
know, other than | wanted to do something nice for someone | care about. Someone l'm gonna miss and wanted 


to spend a little more time with before | gotta take off?" 

"Oh..." 

The switch in my brain kept flipping from Youre an undeserving jackass, to Goddamn if, | love this man, and | 
think he stil loves me, foo. It flickered like a flame whipping in the wind, too fast for the snippet of real time, a 
handful of seconds, that passed before it decided what it wanted to feel. 


Warm and fuzzy. Oh, god, so fucking warm and fuzzy. 


| felt like one of those bashful cartoons. My face was hot. For the first time in a long time | felt really, really 
shy. 


But then | got bitchslapped by a wave of emotion out of nowhere and got choked up. 
Seriously? Fuckin’ seriously? 


| cleared my throat, knowing Duff would see right through my mask so | didn't even try to disguise the 
mushiness that encompassed my tone. "That..that's really sweet, Duff" 


Duff had been grinning since before l'd even replied. Ugh, we knew each other too well. Thankfully he was cool 
about it. 


He waved a hand, jovial and uplifting, "Ah, don't get all sappy on me, now. We're gonna have fun! Its a fun night 
tonight." He threw himself sideways on the bed, propped himself on his elbow and patted the mattress beside 
him. "C'mon! Let's see how much we can plow through before the pizza gets here!" 


That was one of the best nights of my life. Truly, it was, and it didn't even involve sex, believe it or not. Not 
even a kiss was shared. We stayed up for hours and hours, talking, laughing, joking, only pausing to watch our 
favorite scenes in our favorite movies. We ate and ate until we were groaning in happy misery, stretched out 
across the bed rubbing our stomachs, pizza grease, sugar, cigarettes, and laughter thick in the air, and when 


the night began to age, began to grow colder and stiller just before dawn, | fell asleep in his arms. 


And | woke up in them, too. 

It was easy to pretend nothing had changed that late morning upon waking. Good mornings were bid sweetly, 
even without kisses. Showers were had separately, and | was gifted with a last teasing, "Doin' some black magic 
there, Jimmy Page?" Breakfast and coffee cooked together and shared at the table, the conversation smooth 
and flowing, though we knew our time would soon end. 


The ride to the airport wasn't at all tense. The tension came when it was time to say goodbye. 


There was no where to hide in the airport terminal. There was no where to go for privacy, for quiet, to say 


sensitive things without being overheard. 
We danced with uncomfortable unwillingness on our feet, sad smiles on our lips, swathes of people fanning 
around us, a constantly shifting ebb and flow, everlasting change. And this was the one change we both 


resisted. 


A female voice placidly droned an announcement that the plane was boarding, and we both tensed, putting on 


our transparent masks. 


Duff inhaled deeply and restlessly rearranged the strap of his bag on his shoulder. He glanced over behind him, 


and when he turned back to face me his visage was muddled with a plethora of emotions. 


"Well," he shrugged, but it didn't distract me from his tense swallow or the gloomy knit of his brows, "guess 
this is it." 


"Yeah." My head inclined stiffly, my throat tightening. | stared warily behind him, at the line of people preparing 
to board beginning to swell. "l, uh.. | guess you should get goin’, huh?" 


Duff nodded just as reluctantly. His lips parted, but | cut him off before he could reply. 


"But thanks, you know?" | blurted out, smiling genuinely, gratefully, yet undeniably melancholy. "Seriously. 
For.for everything, | really enjoyed it. Meant a lot to me." 


"No problem." He smiled back, and it was warm, and beautiful, and something | would miss so, so much. He 
nudged my arm with his fist, and it opened upon falling so he stroked my bicep with his palm, concealing the 
affection. "Thank you, too. l'm gonna miss ya, man. I'll call you when | get home, alright?" 

"You better." | narrowed my eyes in false threat. "I know where you live, remember?" 


"Then come visit me sometime, asshole,” he chuckled. "Don't forget about me either, yeah?" 


| cant get you out of my head 


"Never," | promised. 


There was a moment of vacancy, a moment that should've been filled with gentle kisses and soft, "I love you's.’ 


Instead it was broken with a hug, an embrace too long, too tight, too suspicious and emotional. 


And | savored it. | savored every little thing. | had no clue when the last time | would feel that radiating 
warmth would be, or if I'd ever feel it again because our paths now had the potential for monumental change. | 
had no clue when | would be near enough to inhale the scent of sea breeze, pine, and coffee, and | had no clue 
when | would be hugged by someone who could make me feel as safe and as special as he did, even in our 


separation. 


My Duff who was no longer My Duff was leaving. And by god, how | didn't want him to go. 


I'd picked up a bottle on the way home. | wasn't planning to get obliterated, but | craved a little pick-me-up. 
The day was much too beautiful for it to be so bleak 


The empty box now had multiple balls of discarded foil littering the bottom. Piles of movies dotted the 


bedroom entertainment center. The bed was still disheveled. The sheets and pillow were alive with his scent. 


| was truly alone now. Only ghosts remained. 


There was one solid thing | hadn't expected to find in the ether, though, and that was a note taped to the 


bathroom mirror. 
Slash, 


Just wanted fo say thank you for last night. Thanks for bein’ there, for hangin’ with me and making this move a 
little easier..even if its not Ml miss the fuck outta you. Just promise we'll visit and do this shit when we can Youre 


still my best friend and more. Thanks for everything, man 
Duff 
PS. Check Queen Nefer-titty, 


Remember that T-Rex statue | mentioned earlier? | still have it. Queen Nefer-titty still reins and watches 


over the downstairs from the second story railing, still donning her wacky outfits. 


Hung over one of the claws on her right arm was a necklace, a fossil, a smooth, tan conical tooth with a slight 


curve, about four inches long. It was wrapped with silver wire and strung on a chain, another small note 


attached. 


Found this at the beach one day and had someone look at it. Said it was from a baby Mosasaurus. Thought you'd 
like it 


| hastily studied the tooth resting in the palm of my hana, its highly polished surface and varying shades of 


brown and tan, but two little words on the letter held my attention more. 
Love ya 

| know | should've, but | didn't feel a shred of guilt concerning the call id made the day before 

"Hey, Perla? Yeah, hey, it's Slash. Um... Something's come up with family and |, | cant make it tonight. No, 


everything's okay, just.gotta be there, you know? I'm sorry. I'd love to reschedule, though, if that's okay with 
you. Yeah. Yeah, that sounds great. See ya then" 


Chapter Thirteen: Bounce House Blow Up 


Author's Notes: 

Good god, this took me long enough, didn't it? Ah, well. Its a long bitch, so | hope y'all enjoy it and it makes up 
for the gap in updates. Also, there's a little author's note further in to play the song along with the scene, 
which | recommend. Anyway, I'm tired as shit, so I'm gonna post this and hope like hell my teething three 
month old doesn't wake up in the middle of the night screaming his little head off. Hope you like it! 


August, 1998. 


| removed the thawed rabbit from the bucket of hot water, wrung it out, and placed it in a dry towel to 
throughly dab the liquid from its tawny fur. 


Baby knew what was up. The second | walked in one of my snake rooms with the bucket full of defrosted 
rodents they all caught the scent and began sniffing around, flicking their tongues around the entrances of 
their cages where they knew their meals would appear. It was feed day, and | always fed Baby first. 


"Hey, baby girl" | crouched before her enclosure, watching as she pressed her nose to the glass, her black 


Tongue tasting the air. "It's that day, already!" 


| slid the door farthest away from her tracking head open, threw in the rabbit, and watched her instantly 
slither over and grab it, no coaxing or pretending the damn thing was alive needed, as was required with my 


picky ball pythons, cobras, vipers, kingsnakes, and the like. 


The great thing about boas is that they're fucking garbage disposals; they'll eat practically anything you toss 


in their cage. 


Duff was more softhearted when it came to chucking a rabbit in her enclosure, but if it was a slab of chicken 
breast or a couple fat rats it didn't matter. He couldn't do the rabbits alive, which | understood, so she'd been 
on a steady diet of frozen bunnies since Duff and | got together, and it hadn't changed since. And throwing 
small pigs to the anacondas, retics, and burms? Forget about it. Duffs inexplicable adoration of pigs just 
wouldn't allow it, so that was my job. 


Satisfied after observing her devour nearly half of her rabbit, | began feeding everyone else. The white lipped 
python was particularly snippy that day, damn near taking a hunk of my hand instead of the prey presented. 
The Argentine boa wasn't interested, so | skipped him over and would try again later. And | had a pregnant 
Brazilian rainbow boa with incredibly beautiful bright red scales and amazing iridescence set to give birth any 


day now that | offered a snack to, but she refused. 


| continued to the smaller snakes after tossing meals to my innumerable large ones, lugging buckets of all sizes 


along with me. The hognoses were first. 


Duff loved those little guys. The fact that they were venomous didn't deter him, seeing as they're rear-fanged 
and their mouths could barely close in on his fingertip. They were cute, they were usually friendly, but when 


they weren't they were over dramatic. 


| used to give him hell about teasing and pestering them when they weren't in the mood for attention, poking 
and prodding them in the palm of his hand, giggling to himself as they curled up on their backs and exposed 

their shiny bellies, their tongues flailing, playing dead. They were total fucking drama queens, and when Duff 

wasn't picking on them he had fun hand feeding them little bits of boiled egg for a treat while | tended to all 
the giant snakes he didn't want to see devour his precious pigs. 


It took about three hours to get all my scaly loves fed, from the baby sunbeams to Clyde's massive bulk. 


Man, it took forever to get Duff accustomed to Clyde as he grew, no matter the fact that he'd known him 
from a baby. 


"Dude, he's gettin’ huge!" Duff paused his diligent raking of gant snake shit to wave a hand at Clyde. "How the fuck 


are we gonna handle him?" 


‘Same way we do the others," | gave him a you-should-know-better face and an accompanying shrug, "except he's 
heavier." 


"Dude..he's fucking terrifying" He threw his hands fo the long, thick body lying beside my foot. "Look at him!" 


"Duff." | stepped forward a few paces and lugged Clyde up near the head, the better for Duff to observe. 


‘Hey, hey! Uh-uh, man!" He instantly took three long steps back, raising his palms in defense. "Don't fuckin’ point him 
at me!" 


"Duff." | sighed, rolling my eyes and hoisting the heavy snake even higher. "He's a fucking snake, not a gun And he's 
fine. Big deal, he's massive. He knows you. And he's fed regularly. Just don't do anything stupid and don’t fuck with 
him when youre alone and you'll be fine." 


‘And besides.." I slid my hands up Clyde's body, like a smooth, scaly fence post between my hands, to gently grab 
him behind the head, allowing myself a soft, raspy baby tone | only ever used around Duff and my animals, ‘Look 
at his chubby litte face and big, buggy eyes and tell him he's not adorable!" 


Duffs face scrunched somewhere between an uncomfortable frown and an endearing laugh. 
The words, "Oh, my god, Slash," silently ghosted over his lps 


Keeping his distance he bent down, meeting Clyde on his eye level where he bobbed in my hold, the snake 
automatically flinging out his tongue to taste Duffs scent. 


"Clyde." he began with a tense smile and a matter-of-fact tone, "you're fucking terrifying" 


After a bit more healthy ribbing from me, Duff successfully distracted our lively back and forth of playful 
smack talk into a rousing a capella version of "Baby Got Back." We wound up torturing the poor snake to the 
point where he decided to curl up in the corner to hide from the two dancing, groping, rapping idiots that 
bounced around his room, Duff never once turning his back on the gargantuan, spotted, green coil. 


| fed the final snakes, warm and bittersweet in my memories, then ventured to the scorching California 


outdoors to wash out the prey buckets. 


The days when | was home felt vastly empty now. The hours we once would've spent together dragged like a 
yawning eternity. It felt like time warped, slugging into a black hole, making everything tedious and everlasting 
only for time to regain control shortly after the dead zone passed. Even if | busied myself with everything | 
could, snakes, recording in my home studio, reading, drinking, numbing myself with coke, | couldn't seem to fill 


the time. 


The house was still and quiet despite the blaring stereo. Perla was out of the house running errands and | had 


an abundance of alone time that day, which meant plenty of isolation during what were once Duff Hours. 
Yeah, | know, by the way. Probably too soon, huh? Moving too fast? Perhaps, but it's better than being alone. | 
figured it was time to make a move, to dive in head first and try to move on, to at least shift my feelings 


elsewhere. 


Not that it worked. 


And now my house was the one being overrun with new shit, redecorated and, "We should get this, Slash," and, 


"We need that, Slash." 

Bullshit. 

| missed the simplicity of being with Duff. My money was starting to be spent in frivolous ways and it pissed 
me the fuck off. Perla went on more shopping sprees than Axl, which is saying something. Don't get me wrong, 
| didn't mind if she treated herself, but showing up with a trunk load of bags every day is asinine and insane to 


me. 


About the only way we agreed on things financially was when it involved getting fucked up. My no-expense- 
spared attitude was as unwavering there as ever. 


Other than that, the food and sex were good and the conversation wasn't bad, so she was alright to fill the 


void. 
But above everything else she just wasn't Duff. 
Too late now. 


Once | got everything cleaned and put up, | decided it was time to clean myself, too. Dead rodent water sloshed 


all over you ain't exactly hygienic, and before | could so much as turn on the water the phone rang 

My sigh was a frustrated groan | wilted petulantly as my hands froze right over the knobs. "Really?" 

Silently bitching, | trudged my naked ass to the bed to plop down, light a cigarette, and shortly answer, "Hello?" 
"Oh, shit. You're pissed,” came Duff's cautious voice. "Should | call back later?" 

| nearly choked on my smoke. Fuck, why hadn't | checked the caller 1D? 


| scrambled, both in mind and voice, "Shit, no! Sorry! No, man, it's you. H's fine. Was about to get in the shower 
‘cause | just got done feeding the snakes. What's up?" 


His tone beamed, "Aww! How're the little slithery mirror babies doin?" 


He knew the sunbeams he'd gifted me with a year ago had been successfully bred, and he'd been pestering me 


for updates ever since. 


"They're good," | smiled at his excitement. "Everybody ate, so | figure after another meal or two they'll be 
ready to go if you still want one." 


"Ah, man. | do, but | donno if | should," he considered. "If ya want, ya know, sure. How much?" 


"Man, you ain't payin’ me for shit" | exhaled a plume of smoke and swiped fallen hot ashes from my bare 


thigh. "When they're ready I'll send you a little care package. Send you a few lizards to play with, too." 


"Aw, | miss those guys. They were so fun! But, you know, | can't really afford to turn my house into a reptile 
sanctuary, too, and you're the one person who could talk me into it, no problem." 


| wryly grinned. "Not worth the fight, huh?" 

"Oh, hell no," he chuckled. "But | think one more small one wouldn't hurt. Um, anyway, | ain't got much time to 
talk ‘cause nap time's almost over, so | wanted to invite you to Grace's party. She's a year old, ya know, and 
we're just gonna have a little get together at the house, have some food and hang out. Friends, family, ya 


know. You interested?" 


"Yeah, of course!" | tried to keep it in, but | bubbled inside and out at the invitation. "When? Hang on, | gotta 
grab my calendar-book-thing.’ 


He impishly snickered, "Your planner?" 
"Yeah, planner, calendar, whatever." | rolled my eyes, smirking. "Stop giggling at me, asshole." 


| was glad the phone was portable because | had to go to my office and excavate the planner from beneath a 


massive pile of neglected mail. 


Duff gave me the information, and with a little finagling I'd be able to fly from Arizona for a two night stay in 
Seattle (so | wouldn't have to rush), then catch a flight back to New Mexico the day before the gig. 


"Cool, man! Can't wait!" His excitement was infectious through the phone..or maybe | was just fuckin’ ecstatic at 


the prospect of seeing him for the first time since he'd left Los Angeles. "I'll see ya then!" 
"Yeah, can't wait! Give my niece a hug for me, too, when she wakes up." 

‘| will. | actually gotta go get her. She's fussing already, so I'll talk to ya later tonight” 
"Alright, man. Take care; I'll be around." 


"Okie doke. See yal" 


Holy shit, | was so fuckin’ happy when | hung up that phone. | totally didn't pick Max up, give him a healthy 
squeeze and gush about seeing Duff, either. Nope. Never happened. 


| didn't bother to inscribe the party in my planner. | knew there was no way in hell I'd forget, but my little side 


trip was something | most certainly didn’t want Perla to know about. 


The Arizona dust on my sneakers met the wet Seattle ground around nine the night | arrived, and | headed 


straight for the hotel to call Duff and update him on my location. 


| usually called him simply because he was always in one place. He was still in school, and his schedule, though 
a thousand miles away, was nearly identical to the one he'd had back in LA, so | knew the best hours to get a 


hold of him. 

Susan picked up, but I'd gotten used to that since the move. | didn't like it but it was to be expected, and it 
was something | had to tolerate to get what little interaction | could with Duff. That thousand miles didn't get 
any easier on my end despite four months of physical separation Even the phone calls, placed religiously each 
night, weren't sufficient. Like putting a tiny band-aid on a gaping wound that refused to heal. 

"Hello?" 

"Hey, its Slash." 

"Oh, hi! Alright, one second. Duff! Phone!" 


| winced when she yelled since she didn't move the damn receiver from her face, but her words triggered a 
memory. 


"Duff, hgy Pop's on the phone for you" 

"What? Slash, that's not funny. Fuck off." 

"Dude, Im not fucking kidding! He's on the phone, like, for real" 
‘Man, Im tryin to edit this track. Stop fuckin’ around." 

"Im not fuckin’ around! Iggy’s on the line; answer the fuckin’ phone!" 
" what? Seriously?" 

"Yes, seriously!" 

Oh. Oh, shit! Fuck, what.. Holy shit, what do | do? What do | say?!" 


"Well, ‘Hello,' might be a good start. But get off your ass and answer before he takes back his offer!" 


‘Offer? What offer?" 

"Goddamn it, baby, just talk to him!" 

| smiled to myself, the hushed chatter inobtrusive in the background. 

Man, that was a Kodak moment missed. The look of absolute astonishment on his face was fucking amazing 
Then it got even better when Iggy started talking to him and it sank in that this was indeed happening to him 
and it wasn't a fuckin’ prank I'd set up. Sixteen-year-old Duff had shone brightly through the twenty six-year- 


old adult that sat before me, wide, ecstatic grin permanant and eyes like massive orbs, voice calm and 


collected while he was totally freaking the fuck out, playing it cool and fighting to keeping it together. 
"Hey, man, what's goin’ on?" Duff finally answered, deep and gruff with fatigue. "Oh, shit, hang on 


His voice faded, "I got it! Hang up!" then returned after a small silence followed by a click, as was custom for 


privacy. “Alright. Sorry. Anyway, what's up? You here yet?" 
"Yeah, | am." | muted the television since he spoke so softly. "You alright? You sound tired, man" 


"Ah, dude, cool! Glad you made it alright," he perked up a bit, a smile audible. "But nah, I'm fine. | just..fuckin’ 
school work has me stumped, ya know. Sometimes there's that one asshole question, problem, or whatever this 


shit is. It's the last one and its giving me hell. Makin’ my head hurt" 


"Then take a break" | threw an extra pillow behind my head, then propped myself against the headboard and 


grabbed a smoke. "Talk to me for a minute." 


‘Sounds nice, actually. Conversation about something other than shopping or gossip | don't give a fuck about," 
he derisively scoffed "Been around a bunch of Su's friends all day and most of ‘em drive me ballistic. Gonna 


have to deal with that shit tomorrow, but at least I'll have you around. And a few siblings, too." 

"Aww," | nestled into the stack of pillows, sweetly, coyly cooing, "does that mean you miss me?" 

He chuckled just as demurely, "Do ya even have to ask?" 

"No. But sometimes it's nice to hear," | shrugged, elation thrumming my chest. "l'm excited to see you." 
"Yeah, me, too." Damn, | couldn't wait to see that vocal smile in real life. "This shit sucks, man | miss hangin’ 


out. It's, like, so weird not bein’ around you. I'm actually bummed you can't stay longer, but thankfully you'll be 


here to protect me from one of those crazy chicks thatll be here tomorrow. | can sic you on her like a guard 


dog. 


‘Oh, really?" | swiped the ashtray from the nightstand to balance it on my thigh. "What's the deal?" 


"Eh, she's got the hots for me. Wealthy, thirties, recently divorced, kinda stuck-up when she has no reason to 
be ‘cause she'd have nothing without her ex-husband's money. Pretentious, most likely pinches off her kid's 
Adderall. You know the type. Anyway, she looks at me like I'm a fuckin’ pair of discount Louboutins and she's 
about to punch a chick in the face, steal ‘em from her, and run out the door. Like, sure, I'm flattered, 


whatever. But she's not my type" 
"Flat ass, | take it?" 

"Yep. And nothin’ in the front or the brain to compensate” 

We shared a healthy laugh over the line, albeit his was slightly more tired 


"Well, I'll be there to defend your honor if needed. You don't have to worry about that," | grinned, ashing my 


cigarette. "Hopefully Susan won't ask too many questions." 
| hated when her name would pass my lips, even if | didn't let my voice show it. 


"Oh, dude, no. Should've been there when Nora knocked one day, and she answered. Talk about dodging 


questions." 
The beer I'd been sipping on fizzed out of my nose. 


"Uh, wha" | choked on the liquid dripping from my sinuses down the back of my throat, but managed to pass 
it off as a rasp. | pounded my chest a few times and snuck a couple fast, deep breaths, steadying myself 
enough to retch, "When'd this happen? You never told me!" 


"Damn, man, you gonna live?" An amused chuckle slithered into my ear. "It's not that impressive of a story, 


Slash." 


"I got a lot of.images in my head and choked on my damn beer," | muttered against the back of my hand, 
dragging it to remove a stray bit of Guinness that had seeped from my nose. "I gotta hear this, though--the 
fuck happened?" 


"Like | said, it's really not that impressive," Duff began, a smirk in his tone. 


His voice lowered to a secretive whisper as he explained, "But, uh, Nora just knocked one day, and was confused 
as shit when Susan answered the door. She played it cool, though. | talked to her a few days later when she 
caught me before a run, and apparently she'd come over to find out what the fuck was going on, ‘cause, if you 
remember, she took that extended trip in Europe for her Twelve Months of Dick trip or whatever for a while, 
so a lot had changed after she came back. She hadn't seen us and your car was gone forever, so she was 


comin’ over to find out what the fuck was going on" 


‘Oh, man" | glowered down at my dying cigarette, ears perked. "What'd she say? Susan, not Nora. | actually 


talked to her a few weeks ago--she said to tell you hi, by the way.’ 


"Aw, tell her hey back; | miss her crazy ass. Anywho, ya know.." He paused for a second, a sneaky, 
conspiratorial silence before he resumed his hushed murmur, "Just your typical shit, you know. ‘Who is she? Is 
she an ex? More than a neighbor” All that jazz." 


"Shit" My eyes widened and my brows elevated with the scenario running in my head. "What'd you tell her?" 


"Man, the fuck was | supposed to tell her?" His tone was saturated with frantic humor. "I fuckin lied to her! 
Well, half truth, actually. Told her she's been a friend and neighbor for as long as I'd lived there. Man, | couldn't 
be like," again came the lively, quieted muttering, "Oh, no, she's a chick that used to fuckin’ spy on me and 
Slash when we were together. Basically a fucking peeping Tom we agreed to let watch and dictate despite the 
fact that it was just a little creepy that she'd try to constantly be catching a glimpse of us fuckin’, not that 
it mattered to us because we were happy as hell to have a no-strings-attached lesser fuck buddy to ogle and 
commentate from the sidelines. She supplied us with booze, drugs, food, friendship, and eroticism. What more 


d'ya wanna know?" 


"I bet that'd go over well" | batted away the memories of many, many questionable and raunchy shared 


experiences over the years. "Doesn't sound like something she wouldn't freak out over." 


"Yeah.. We don't discuss my past too much." It was divulged with a tense, foreboding air. "Whether it be the 
fame, the lifestyle, or, you know..us." 


"Yeah. | hear ya" The once-horny tingles in my stomach twisted to uncomfortable knots. | fidgeted with a 
frayed hole in the thigh of my jeans. "Same with me and Perla. As far as she knows | was just a big player all 
those years. Hell, I'm still amazed we never broke into the press. We weren't exactly super discreet a lot of 


the time." 

"Tell me about it” A flint struck over the phone, followed by a large exhale. "I'm shocked we didn't fuckin’ take 
ourselves out. Like at the AMAs that one year. You broke television, then we went backstage and carnally 
celebrated afterwards without even knowing." 

"Yeah! And you tried to kiss.. Oh, fuck, What's-Her-Name, and she totally dodged you." 

"Hal | forgot about that. But dude, | can't blame her! We were fuckin’ shitfaced! Stokay, though. What came 
afterwards was pretty fuckin’ great. Was no skin off my back, man, but it does make me cringe a little when | 
think about it now." 

Nostalgic chuckles hummed between us. 


"Ah, we had fun, didn't we?" Duff wistfully sighed, "I miss it" 


"| like to think we still did.even after Grace." | shrugged, bittersweet. "I mean, not recently, but, you know, 


maybe tomorrow we can make up for lost time a bit. Speaking of, did you still want me to come early? She 


still planning on taking Grace out in the morning?" 


"Yeah, they're doin’ their mother-daughter thing tomorrow. | gotta be here and get shit ready and wait on the 
bounce house guy and the fuckin’ cotton candy guy. | bet you'll like that.” 


"Candy floss," | flatly, instantly corrected. 
A sneaky, amused grin curled through the phone, "Aww. See? | knew you'd like that." 


"You jackass," | snickered, fuzziness | failed to deny rippling in my limbs. "Never miss an opportunity to give me 


hell, do you?" 
"Nope! But to be fair, you don't miss ‘em, either." 
"Nah, that's just damage control. | gotta keep you from gettin’ a big head, you know." 


"Man, see.." Duff scoffed, a sound of humorous frustration. "We've had that joke for too long. You can't say 
shit like that, ‘cause then I'll say somethin’, and you'll say somethin’, and it'll get goin’, and | can't have that 
‘cause I'll wind up sexually frustrated on top of homework, and bein‘ sleepy, and stressed, and | ain't got time 


for that right now." 
"Really?" | felt a pang of pity. "Can't even spare five minutes?" 


"Shit." A clap sounded, so | guess he'd smacked the side of his face in said stress. "Grace is like, run-crawling 
now, and cruising, and climbing on everything, and she follows you everywhere. It's like havin’ a crying shadow 
that demands constant sustenance and attention. Can't even shut the door to take a piss without her 
screaming hysterically right outside it. ‘Daaada! Daadaaaaal like she's beirt forced to watch me burn at the 
stake. | mean, how the fuck is Daddy supposed to find time to relieve his blue balls when he's constantly dealin’ 
with that? And by the time | do have a moment to spare l'm too damn tired, or Su won't leave me alone, or | 


have things to do around the house." 
"In the car on the way home, maybe?" | suggested, mind definitely wandering. 


Duff released a barking laugh. "Man, I'm too responsible for that now. That's what | need, to get pulled over for 
beatin’ off on the freeway. Be the next fuckin’ Pee-Wee Herman" 


I'd totally record that interview," | evilly smirked, rolling a new, unlit smoke in my fingers. "Might be fun to see 
you scramble in that situation” 


‘Oh, gee. Thanks, asshole," Duff snapped with a healthy dose of amused sarcasm. "Glad to know I've still got 
your support after all these years." 


"Ah, you know | support ya" | took a sip of my beer, chortling. "I'm still one of your biggest cheerleaders. Do | 


need to bring out my fuckin’ pom-poms?" 


"Only if they come with the litle skirt" He took on a husky tone of perverted persuasion, "And you, ya know, 
give me a rice little peek up that skirt, too.” 


A flash of heat flushed my smirking face. "You know, you keep talkin’ like that you're gonna frustrate yourself.” 
"Ah, it's too late for that," he said with resigned humor. "As soon as | said it, it was over." 

"Well, if you still lived in LA, I'd invite you over and watch kiddo while you take a shower or somethin," | 
shrugged, pretty fuckin’ sure that had happened before. "But | suppose tomorrow | can give you a few minutes 
break from gettin’ everything ready." 

"Good to know the offer's on the table." The sentence was spoken in a normal tone, but the next was slathered 
with flirtation he tried to suppress, like he realized perhaps it wasn't the most appropriate thing to say as it 


left his mouth, "And maybe some more..personal offers along that line, too.." 


lt momentarily grew silent, to be broken a handful of seconds later with dual puffing chuckles of bashful 
affirmation, even with Duff's split second hesitance in fear of a faux pas and my slightly dumbfounded one. 


"l, uh.. | can't say I'd tell you no" | cleared my throat, flustered, my stomach fluttering like fucking crazy. “But, 
uh, that..that would be your call, not mine." 


ld drop Perla in a heartbeat if it meant having you back. Sex be damned. 

"Aww." Duff took on a softer, endearing tone, smiling, "Glad to know you're still such a gentleman to me." 

| never wanted to be anything but that." A sense of guilt began freezing the joyous, coquettish heat around 
my heart. "I just wanted to make you happy. l." | fiddled nervously with the phone cord, the words choked in 


my throat, "I still do.” 


"I know," he gently said. "Me, too." 


Holy fuckin’ shit it was good to pull into one of my houses and not see that bitch's car sittin’ there! 


And you know, the way things were going it seemed life was gonna go well for me that day. 


| had set my alarm and only snoozed it two times until | dragged my ass up long enough to smack the 
screeching fucker across the room. It unplugged but it didn't break, so that was fan-fuckin’-tastic news! 


| was awake, not too hungover from my previous night at a favorite Seattle tittybar, and room service was 
prompt with my breakfast delivery. My shower was steaming hot and my shave was smooth. It was humid as 


fuck outside, a rare, sunny, utterly gorgeous Seattle day, and my hair was fucking massive. 


Yep, things were looking good, as was | in my tight blue jeans, blue plaid shirt unbuttoned below my stomach 
and the sleeves cuffed just beneath my elbows. I'd inevitably gotten some sun touring the Southwestern US, 
and | was more than happy to show it off before the guests arrived, along with the T-Rex skull pendant I'd 


received long, long ago. 


| was one peacockin' motherfucker as | strolled up the concrete walkway to the door, a confident, happy spring 


in my scratchy, sneakered step, and my poofy hair bouncing flawlessly with it. 

But then | paused. A sense of deja vu swept me away the instant | stood before the door. 

| smoothed my clothes and fluffed my hair, studying my reflection in the elaborate glass inlay of the stained 
wood. | could hear and feel the beat of music vibrating through the walls. | had butterflies flopping in my 


stomach, and | was giddy but not quite nervous. Instead of chilly rain it was a beautiful, warm, sunny day. 


It was a different spin of the night Duff and | first slept together. Different weather. Different city. Similar 


atmosphere. 

The excitement was like sparks of electricity skimming up and down my arms. 

| reached to ring the doorbell, the replay of the door opening to reveal him clad in nothing but that goddamn 
black fuzzy pimp robe, cowboy hat, and sunglasses running in my mind before | remembered he'd told me to 
just walk right in. 


"F was your house, too." 


And that's just what | did, delving into the buzz of music and the biting fragrance of strong coffee as | 
followed the sound of Duff's caterwauling voice. 


| wasn't the only one who'd primped, either. Sure, Duff couldn't do anything but spike his short hair, really, but 
he had on a pair of jeans that hugged his ass to perfection, and who the fuck wasn’t a sucker for those 


strong, tattooed arms and shoulders in a skin-tight black tank? 


| observed all of this from behind the kitchen threshold, his back to me, the living room stereo blaring as he 


organized items on the counter before him. 


A rap track boomed throughout the house, the bass pumped up and bumping, and Duff swayed and bounced in 


time with it, shoulders and hips doing most of the work. His shirt rode high and his pants low, causing the 
small of his back to peek out with his energetic movements, displaying bits of blue ink from the tattoo on his 


lower back. 


| watched in silence, suppressing an endeared chuckle as he emphatically spat out loud to himself, complete 
with blistering attitude, "You can say I'm desperate, even call me perverted, but you say I'm a dog when | 
leave you fucked and deserted. I'll play with your heart just like its a game. I'll be blowing your mind while 


you're blowin’ my brains... 


He did an hideously ungraceful ass shaking move that, to my best guess, was supposed to be some form of 
booty dancing, and | had to bite my lip hard and slap a hand over my mouth to kill a burst of laughter. It had 
been so long since I'd seen this side of Duff, much less Rapping Duff, that | couldn't help but spy on him for a 
little longer. 


"l'm like a dog in heat, a freak without warrin’. | have an appetite for sex, ‘cause me so hor-nay." 


A high-pitched cry, like a dog whose tail had been sucked up into the vacuum cleaner deafened the woman on 


the recording, "Ahh! So horny! Me love you long time! 


Threatening to quite literally bust a gut with laughter, | cleared my throat and shook a few curls into my face. 
| crossed my arms and leaned casually against the doorjamb, tilting my head against it and raising my brows 
as | piped up loud enough to be heard over the raucous booms and chihuahua squeals, "You know, | don't think 


this music is quite appropriate for my little niece's first birthday party." 


The shrieking "Ahh!" chihuahua squeal escalated into an earsplitting, girly yelp. Duff jumped like he'd been hit 
with a cattle prod and spun around, clutching his chest with one hand while the other held a fuckin’ fourteen 
inch chef's knife | hadn't seen as I'd been.well.too busy ogling his ass in those magnificent jeans. 


His pupils were pinpricks in an abyss of sea green and white, but they dilated minutely when his fingers 
clenched his shirt and the knife was banged on the counter with emphatic force. "God-fucking-damn it, Slash! 
Haven't you learned to knock, or make some motherfucking noise once in a while?! Jesus Christ, | forgot you're 


quieter than a damn lynx on the prowl!" 
Not that you would've been able fo hear me over 2 Live Crew, dawg! 


"Glad to see not much has changed." | pulled myself sinuously from the doorway, unable to subdue the brilliant 
grin that cracked my face and strolled towards him, indeed feeling like a lynx on the prowl. "You forgive me? 


Can | still get a hug?" 


Duff's startled shoulders relaxed, his brows removing themselves from his hairline to return to their original 
place, an enormous smile beaming. He pivoted to the side, seized a remote from the counter and lowered the 


volume to a mere shadow of what it was, the quiet leaving my ears with a slight buzz. 


"You know me love you long time, Slash." He spread his arms in invitation. "Bring it in!" 


Okay. Now, | didn't quite charge him, per se, but it only took four large, bounding steps for me to feel the 
closure of that embrace, each of us grunting happily when our chests met relatively hard, our arms like vises 


around the other. 


God, how | missed Duffs bear hugs. | missed the way he buried his face in my hair, growled with soft glee and 
squeezed me tight. My feet left the ground and my head spun in a whirl. | was surrounded by a scent | hadn't 
smelled for months, and by the sound of the long, deep inhale from beneath my curls, | knew he was breathing 
me as much as | was him. 


"You look good, man!" He grinned in my ear, giving me a final affectionate squeeze before placing me back on 
my feet. He took a step backwards, looking me over approvingly and plucking interestedly at the hems of my 
shirt and my hair, a single finger tracing over my skull pendant in silent, smiling acknowledgement. "You got 
some sun, you're super duper poofy. Man, look at you, lookin’ like a fine ass motherfucker so early in the 
mornin! How many times didja have to hit snooze?" 


"Only twice," | proudly admitted, flattered heat in my cheeks and thrilled tingles on my skin. "And not just me, 
man, look at you, too!" | gently pounded his right pec with my fist. "You've bulked out more since | last saw 


you. Look at that shit," | energetically poked him, "that's hard as fuck!" 


"Dude, thanks!" He vigorously tugged at the collar of his shirt then made an annoyed face, rolled his eyes, and 
hastily mumbled, "Tryin: to slide my shirt down, like I'm tryin’ to flash you my titties. Dumbass," then grabbed 


the bottom hem and yanked it up to expose his full, muscular torso. 

"| still got, like, this chicken chest thing goin’ on," he explained, prodding around his bare chest with a serious 
pondering expression. "I'd just like a little more definition, ya know? Just feel like it could be more toned. Check 
out my fuckin’ stomach, though!" 

He didn't have to offer because | already was, and the real life view was much, much more pleasing than the 
GMP ad he'd been featured in not too long ago. | stole the magazine from the studio for that one goddamn 
picture with one..well, okay, two intents, and | don't give a fuck if it comes off as creepy, either. Fuck you; | 
don't have to explain myself. 

But god, that stomach was tanned, and chiseled, and smooth. 

Sweet fuckin’ Jesus 


| ached to glide my fingers down it. 


Yeah, the sexual attraction was there, but the thought that sprung to fruition most of all was one of us 
cuddled up in bed, me rubbing his belly while he slept. 


| still wanted to touch it, though. 
"Dude, give it a whack," Duff suggested, diabolically smug. "Come on" 


"Wha.what?" | floundered, completely fucking distracted. My eyes had to be as round as saucers as | tore 
them up to his. 


"Hit ‘em," he invited, repeatedly smacking his palm encouragingly against his abs. "Do it. They're hard as fuck!" 
"Uhh... Okay." 


| nodded and grinned, balling my fist, attempting to refashion my girlish giddiness into bro-like excitement. But | 
still came off like a school girl, goddamn it, with my red face and goofy chuckles, and all 


Way fo keep it together, dumbass! 
"Alright." | shook my fist, clearing my head, catching his eye. "Good?" 
His head dipped with his get-a-move-on expression, and | gave him an admittedly small punch. 


Alright, fine. It was a total sissy hit. It wasn't even a punch so much as a fuckin’ tap that allowed me to drag 
my knuckles down his stomach. 


Then | tried to force away thoughts about how soft his skin was and the natural sheen it possessed, visible 


from the open French doors that led to the backyard. 

Ohhh, today’s a good day... 

| could've shivered with delight. 

Fuck, maybe | did, but Duff never let on anything more than an amused, disapproving, "Aw, c'mon!" mock wilting 
with his sportsmanlike razz, and it only drew my attention to the enticing flex of his muscles. "l know you don't 
hit like a wimp! C'mon, hit me!" 


| balled my fist and gave him another sock, harder this time, giggling like a fucking idiot. 


‘Oh, my god, Slash, | know that ain't all you got" His brows glowered in thorough displeasure. "Put some effort 
into itl" 


PUNCH 


"Harder!" 


PUNCH 

"Bullshit! Harder!" 
PUNCH 

‘Harder, you wuss!" 
PUNCH 


"Aw, you big baby, your one-year-old niece hits harder than that! Come on! Put some ass behind it, ya big 
pussy-- Oofl" 


| caught Duff square in the belly, nearly full force. 
He doubled over, painfully grimacing, then smirked in approval with an involuntary retch, "Oh, there ya go!" 


His arms clamped around his waist with his pleased cackle, ringing above the tunes which had changed from 2 


Live Crew to the Ramones. 


"Goddamn, man!" | flung my wrist to fling the stings of successive impacts from it, face aching from my manic 


snickering and plastered, toothy grin. "Slike hittin’ a brick wall!" 


"Yeah, hard as fuck, right?!" He groaned happily, if that's possible, stretching upwards while rubbing at the 


sore spot. "Dude, that was a good one, too. Fuckin’ bruise the merchandise, man!" 


| stared at the hand tracing over his sculpted abdomen, then, rather absentmindedly, a little lower, my voice 


descending with my eyes, "Nah, we both know it takes more than that to..bruise you." 
Like a jolt of electrcity, | caught myself and returned eye contact. 


Duff grinned like the cat that caught the canary blended with a fat helping of Cheshire Cat. He slowly lowered 
and smoothed his shirt like a cocky reverse strip tease, never relinquishing my gaze, never removing that 


confident, captivating smirk. 
Jesus, was my face red? It sure felt hot. 


"So, uh, speaking of bruising merchandise.." | changed the subject, glancing to the food stuffs behind him. 
"What's the plan?" 


"Nice diversion" He congratulated me with a warm pat on the back and a wink His arm briefly draped over my 
shoulder to pull me beside him in front of the counter, then he clapped his hands and flourished them above 
the items. "Basically just, you know, getting food ready. Easy shit we've done a billion times before. Burgers, hot 


dogs, the fixin's, all that bullshit. Set up the food table, chips in bowls, dips all lined out, ice, drinks, cups, plates, 
utensils, all that junk. Bounce house is already here and the candy floss guy is comin right before the party, 


so we'll have the place to ourselves for a while." 
The party was at two, and it was only nine thirty. 


| signaled for him to pass the knife he'd nearly shanked me with minutes before, dragged a bag of red onions 


to me, and got to work 


"Man, | would've just ordered pizza," | cut an end from the first onion of several, frowning. "Not have to worry 
about all this shit. Kids love pizza, man. You can never go wrong. And what's with the bounce house and 


everything? She's only one." 


"Dude, everyone loves pizza. And if they don't then they're not the kinda friends you wanna have." Plastic 
rustled as Duff continued lining out various produce. "Far as the bounce house goes, there'll be some older kids 
here, so they need something to do besides rampage through my house tearin' my shit up. But anyway, | 
wanted something a bit more homey, ya know? Down to earth, all that. | haven't gotten to man the grill for a 


while. Plus | wanted to invite you, and who knows my methods of runnin’ the kitchen better?" 


"Nah, you just wanted an excuse to see me." | prodded his ribs with my elbow, then relocated my beautifully 
sliced onion rings to a bowl he'd designated They landed with a cascade of soft tinkles. "Admit it." 


"Maaaybe," his tone and side profile smiled. "Or maybe | just wanted a free, willing, and efficient kitchen minion 


that | don't have to micromanage." 


"Uh..| am holding a knife, you know?" | held the blade in front of my face to briskly study it before brandishing 


it a safe distance from his chest. "A big one." 


"Nah, you've had innumerable opportunities to kill me," his hip bumped mine, "and I'm still here. Back in the day 
you could've just rolled me on my back and let me do the job myself, and nobody would've been none the 


wiser.” 


"Yeah, ‘cause that's a real loving thing to do to someone you care about" | rubbed at my cheek with my wrist, 


softly, sneakily snickering into my hand, "Doesn't mean | didn't think about it, though." 


"Especially when | was in my moods." Duff began slicing avocados, filling the air with dual subdued chopping 
noises over the scratchy guitar and nasally vocals of the Ramones. / just want fo be with you. | just wanna have 
somethin’ to do tonight.. "I couldn't blame you. Had the same thoughts with you, though. Gettin’ in those dickish, 
assholeish moods of yours, Jesus Christ. Axl used to come up to me, ‘Duff, you need to come put your bitch 
on leash before | start swingin! I'm gonna fuckin’ strangle his ass if you don't get him in check!" 


| snarled and huffed in disgust, feeling tiny, invisible daggers embedding themselves all over my body. It was 


the only name | hated hearing more than hers. 


A hush fell. For a several seconds | felt Duff's gaze on me, tender and concerned. 
| didn't return it. 


"You should try to let it go, Slash," he gently said. "I mean, | understand, you know. You don't have to forgive, 
but you should at least not let it eat at you like it does." 


It doesn't eat at me," | snipped too quickly and nastily to the innocent onion, bile, coffee, whiskey, and 


resentment boiling my innards. "It's fine." 
Duff didn't feed my anger. He fed me, instead. 


"Well, | got somethin’ that'll cheer you up." His arm bumped mine to catch my diverted, pissed off attention, 
and he pointed his knife to his cobalt blue cereal bowl of diced avocados. “Guacamole's all yours when I'm done. 


And there's a few beers in the fridge for ya" 


"Really?" A brow arched as | caught his eye, irritation gone as soon as | heard mention of food..and beer. "| 


didn't expect that." 


"Well, | trust you'll have self-control, seeing as this is my daughter's birthday party and not our once-version 
of church on Sunday," he sarcastically glowered. 


"You forgot the leather, sex swings, and whips, though." | tilted my head, squinting my eyes in calculation "Plus 


the many, many drawers’ worth of questionable items in our Sex Dungeon Sunday Service." 
"Oh, don't even fuckin’ bring up those items," Duff groaned in humorous frustration. "Fuck you, man, you 
weren't the one who had to smuggle sex toys out of the house once a week for months on end. Garbage 


people probably thought | was some kinda depraved sex freak, some of the shit that was in there." 


"Well, we both know the answer to that," | smirked roguishly, smoothly dicing an onion. "And don't act like you 
didn't keep one or two of ‘em. | know you did.” 


Duff scoffed, reaching over to steal onions and sprinkle them amongst the mashed avocados. | could practically 


feel the heat rolling off him as he blushed. 


"Well, | don't see how that's any of your business," he loftily sniffed, battling a guilty grin. "Pass the tomatoes 
and I'll get started on those so | can get this done for ya" 


| did as he asked, then leaned an elbow on the counter, studying him. The longer | looked, the longer my teasing 
gaze was fixed on him with my sly smile, the faster his pink face intensified to glowing scarlet. 


"What?!" He finally broke with an embarrassed laugh, the knife quietly clattering as he smacked his palms on 


the counter. "Whaddya want me to say, man?" 


"Nothin," | shrugged innocently, feeling quite assured. "I got all the answers | needed 
"Slash.. Man.. Goddamn it." Duff was adorably flustered. He flailed his arms to the general vacinity of the 
fridge, face red as the tomato in pieces on the cutting board. "Just.. Go. Go get us a beer. Gimme a damn 


minute's peace." 


"Aint been here twenty minutes and you're already tellin’ me to go away." | sighed in heavy mock dejection, 


turning to sadly slug away to the refrigerator. "Well, at least there's beer, right?" 


Duff snickered, "Oh, fuck off," catching my shoulder with a swat of his fingertips before | bounded away, 
laughing. 


| felt eyes on me when | bent down to retrieve our respective bottles of Heineken and O'Douls from the 


bottom shelf, so much so that | paused for a second, letting my bottle hover in mid-air. 
Beer on the bottom shelf, | simpered to myself. Of course. 


| acted as if | were double checking the label merely to pass seconds and see if that feeling of being watched 
passed. 


It didnt. 
| knew that feeling, and those eyes were glued to my ass. 


| reached out for the second bottle and gave my ass a little shake, instantly feeling the atmosphere spike. "You, 


uh, enjoyin: that view, there, man?" 
A sneaky, stifled giggle. 


| have no idea what you're talkin’ about." Flirtatious false innocence. "Maybe it's just that plumber's crack 


hangin’ out that's got my attention” 


"Yeah, sure, thats what it is," | rolled my eyes snarkily to the carton of rice milk before my eyes. "Plumber's 


crack" 


"Well." | stiffened at his sudden husky tone as | heard the muted, tapping steps of bare feet behind me. "That 


or else | could, ya know, drop in a quarter and make a call.” 


| don't know what | expected, but surely a cold, wet slice of something squishy and foreign being slid down my 


ass crack wasnt it. 


"What the fuck!" | bolted upright so fast my head nearly slammed into the shelf above it. 


| dropped the Heineken, the glass clinking as it rolled across the floor, and my hand jammed itself down the 
back of my pants to frantically fish out a sliver of soggy tomato. 


| held it before my disgusted face, "Aw, Duff! Gross!" before | turned around to fling it at him, narrowly 
missing his face if he wouldn't have ducked. "Fuck you, man! That was fucking violating! You violated me with a 


tomato!" 


‘Ive violated you with worse." He crossed his arms and stood tall, one smirking, triumphant, arrogant 


motherfucker. Goddamn it, it was sexy, too. 
A radiance of salacious epiphany illuminated his face a split second before | shut the fridge door and swiped up 
my run away beer, and he speedily added, "So, yeah. While we're on the subject of violation, | got a few ears of 


corn for you to get after, too." 


| halted mid-spin on my way back, some curls swaying in my eyes as | glared daggers at him from beneath 


them, daring him to expand upon that subject. 

"Hey, that was your idea, man" Duff raised his palms in surrender, giving me an infuriatingly smartass, 
matter-of-fact expression. "And for the record let it be known that | did not buy them with intent to harass 
you about said violation, though it did cross my mind in the produce aisle. | just wanted corn from the grill and 
this was the perfect opportunity for me to hog out on it. See? | only got five ears." 

He grabbed the bag from the counter to exhibit the green leafy group through the translucent plastic. 

His eyes gleamed like gems as they listed back and forth from me to the bag, and he lewdly muttered, 
"Though we both know all it takes for you is one, you're welcome to two. And if you're nice and behave today 
Ill even half my third with you. That includes being nice to Su, too." 


| desperately snatched at the chance to steer the subject to safer waters. 


"Behave? Be nice?" | handed off his beer and twisted the lid from mine, quickly taking a swig. | sniffed haughtily, 


holding my beer to my chest as if to swear on it, "| am always so well-behaved. And nice." 


"Uh-huh." Duff copied my motion and opened his beer, skepticism painting his features. "Now say it with a 
straight face." 


| instantly spawned an incriminating smirk, while Duff, on the other hand, was luminous with victory. 
"Fuck you," my snicker whistled around the mouth of the bottle. 


He just nodded with slow importance, expression firmly lordly. "Uh-huh." 


He thrust the bag of corn my way, winning face still fixed His eyes sparkled, and his lips tightened as if trying 
to keep laughter at bay. "Get shuckin® 


My mouth fell open, and that only made his rascally proud demeanor grow. 


My eyes bugging and my mouth twitching with hesitant amusement at his gall, | managed to work my fly trap 
enough to breathe with grinning irritability, "You son of a bitch." 


| swiped the first ear from the bag and gave him a loving shank in the ribs with the nub of the stalk. "I don't 
appreciate that joke, you know!" 


"Ow! Shit!" He clapped his hand to the injury, instantly racked with maniacal, superior chuckles. 
He looked at me, back and forth from my eyes to the corn in my hand, a pondering expression, as if weighing 
pros and cons while he calmed his laughter. He seemed to shrug it off, literally and figuratively, momentarily 


appearing somber. 


"Ah, that's a shame." He shook his head, and | would've half-ass believed his contrite expression if he wouldn't 


have shook all over then busted out braying like a fucking donkey halfway through it. "Cause | sure fuckin’ do!" 


"You fucking--" | raised my fearsome weapon of premature grain and smacked him across the arm several 


times, not enough to hurt, but enough to prove my point. 


He giggled, and cackled, and dexterously batted away my blows, and before | knew it he'd seized his own weapon, 
and a riveting, on-the-edge-of-your-seat corn fight ensued in the kitchen 


Duff was always good, but now he was better. He'd improved much since our last battle, | assume from all of 


his martial arts training. 
He ducked and weaved, dodging a blow | tried to make at his head, swiveling to the side and catching me with 
my guard down to bop me on the top of the head. He popped up behind me and | spun around, narrowly raising 


my ear fast enough to stop an incoming blow to my shoulder. 


"Very nice," Duff grinned like a proud mentor, bearing down gently in a congratulatory push before pulling up 


and breaking away, dancing backwards several steps. "Awesome block, man 
"Thanks," | smiled back, inching in, hoping to close him off against the counter. "I trained with the best" 


| lunged, taking a rash chance to hit his chest, only To be deflected with a forearm that instantly slid scratchy 


corn leaves down my arm to press the yellow silk poof right above my heart. 


"Goddamn it!" | stomped a litle, not sore, just competitive. | rapped myself on the head with my grainy 


beatstick. "Fuckin’ get it together, man!" 


"Dude." Duff stood straight, time-out face on and palm raised in pause. "Slash. You know me better than anyone 


else in the world. You know me. Use it" 


He inclined his head, fluctuating that elevated palm in a graceful "slow down’ motion. He bounced his weapon in 
his hand, took several steps back, and assumed his stance, wide, slightly crouched, deadly corn mace and 
clenched fist shield at the ready. He had that fighter's bounce in his posture, that grounded but energetic 


spring, ready to move at any second, and | found myself doing the same, watching, learning. 

He had a warrior's look in his eye, guarded, wary, a fiery ferocity smoldering, like he'd prefer to intimidate you 
as opposed to fight you, but fight you he would. And his hard gaze told you he'd certainly win. His shoulders 
shifted almost imperceptively, like a stalking cat, and those green eyes glinting from the shadows would be the 


last things you'd ever see. 


| grit my teeth, took a single step forward, and he slightly tensed, his eyes sharpening, a smirk tugging his 
mouth. 


"Come on," he purred, honeyed, almost cooing, smile dashing and seductive. "Lemme see whatcha got, big boy. 


Fuck me up." 

The words goaded me, and | took another, more aggressive step forward. 

He took two back, excited, almost hopping, giddy. 

The way he moved and grinned reminded me of "Fuck Me Where | Fall" For a second | honestly expected him to 
throw the corn at me, turn around and haul ass away, forcing me to give chase and start ripping his clothes 


off wherever | captured him. 


He must've known that was where my mind would go because in a split second the ten feet between us 


disappeared in a smidgen of long, quick strides, and | nearly missed parrying a bunch of corn silk from my face. 


"You're not payin’ attention!" He laughed, clear and happy, moving in a blur to get me beneath my right armpit, 
his guard falling momentarily on his left side. 


| seized the opportunity, and bam! Corn right in the ribs! 
"Aw, fuck, you were!" He exclaimed with a cackle. "Spoke too soon, damn it!" 
"Dude, | can't let you win; you know I'm not programmed that way!" | made another move, jabbing quickly right 


on his hip and it landed. | beamed in triumph, the adrenaline of battling for corny life or death streaming 
through me so much | victoriously bellowed, "Boom! Just like that! How you like that shit, motherfucker?" 


Then it happened. | got too fuckin’ cocky. | tried to do a fancy throw, a mid-air transfer from one hand to the 
other, fumbled, and dropped the fuckin’ ear. 


| watched with horror as it hit the floor and skittered past Duff's feet, spinning nearly all the way into the 


dining room. 

| stared at it, wilting like a deflated ballon. "Well. Shit.” 

Duff gave me a smile so fucking wide and pompous it was painful. 

| cringed as soon as | felt the stinging heat of defeat and self-induced humility in my cheeks. 
Duff stood tall, sinisterly tapping the corn against the palm of his hand. 


"Well, well, well." He took leisurely, menacing steps forward with each soft rap upon his palm, his smile 


spreading wolfishly. "Looks like you got yourself in a bit of a predicament." 
| held my head high, even with my blushing face. 
"Yeah?" | met him face-to-face, chest-to-chest, my posture secure. "What you gonna do about it?" 


His body heat leaked through the thin material of his shirt onto my small expanse of bare chest. Our faces 


were inches apart, our eyes studying, lingering on the other's daring smirks. 


It was a face-off, two puffed up motherfuckers staring one another down in an absolute swamp of sexual 


tension. 


Duff spoke slowly, with the countenance of one trying to persuade oneself out of a second slice of cake, "Well, 
what | wanna do and what l'm gonna do are two different things." 


He inhaled deeply, drawing in his bottom lip to nip it with his teeth, eyes mesmerizing, dancing in the sunbeams 
as they held mine. 


An expression of sensual mischief shadowed his features, lending a devilish shade, an authoritative glint with 


the dangerous curl of his mouth. 
| hadn't seen that fuck-me stare for eons. 
My heart was somewhere in the vicinity of my Adam's apple. My dick was about to fuckin’ mutiny. 


| stood stock still, thrumming with heat as he leaned in and gently brushed aside my hair to whisper, lips and 
breath warm and soft on my ear, "We gotta get back to work" 


Despite his dutiful words, | shivered all over. 


He slowly pulled back, something pressing lightly to the side of my face. Whether his cheek or a fleeting kiss | 
didn't know. Either way, | was dumbfounded to silence. 


My hands were restlessly kneading fists by my sides, but they automatically raised to accept the relinquished 


weapon from his hand when he offered it. 


"Here," he softly said, cradling the back of my hand in his to weakly smack the ear of corn in my palm. His 
free hand enclosed on top of it, and he gave me a sly wink. "Get shuckin’.” 


| stared down, studying the veins in the healthy leaves. My mouth was beginning to dry, it had been ajar for 


so long. 
| compressed the ear between my hands, then looked up to Duff as he was still in front of me, close enough 
to feel his body heat and pick up his scent of sea breeze and pine with gentle under notes of caramel and 


coffee. 


In a final act of warfare | raised the ear and lightly pressed the end above his heart. "You're a fuckin’ tease, 


you know?" 

"Yeah," he breathed, just shy of a moan, soft and tantalizing, a single finger slowly tracing its way from the 
base of my throat to the button fastening my shirt below my navel. He toyed with it, his eyes simultaneously 
dark and luminescent, captivating. "And you miss it” 

He broke away with a coy, delighted smile, prowling behind me to tend to the bowl of guacamole. 


| was squeezing the corn so tight a few kernels crushed under the pressure. 


| shook myself to reality, away from the wants, and yearnings, and every bit of myself that wanted to 


scream, "Just fuckin’ do me! Kiss me, hug me, poke me between the fuckin’ eyes, man, anything!" 


| wobbled drunkenly while | fetched my fallen corn escapee and the bag that held the others, my head floaty 
as | dumped them in the sink and began stripping the first of its leaves. 


Leaf after large, soft green leaf fluttered to the bottom of the sink, and a dopey smile adhered itself to my 


face, making my cheeks cramp. 


| felt.. Well, there was no other way to put it. | felt high. It was a total head and body trip: warm, fuzzy, and 
tingly all over. 


And it wasn't just the flirting, either. | couldn't remember the last time I'd done something silly, something 
carefree where | felt comfortable enough to let my guard down, to be that kind of playful and goofy without 


fear of someone laughing at me, even Perla. Duff allowed me an intoxicating sense of freedom without fear of 


consequence. 


When | chanced sideways glances he seemed much the same, cheeks a pleasant hue, smile dreamy and proud 


as he shook seasonings into the guacamole. 


After we'd had our fun (dominance had been reestablished) we delved into an easy back-and-forth, each of us 
focused on our tasks and our conversation It was one thing to talk on the phone, but a whole other to be able 


to interact one-on-one for hours on end. 


Back in LA. we strove to keep our flirts in check and practically severed physical connection but for on a 
handful of certain occasions. This thousand mile separation threw a huge wrecking ball at all that. We were 


much more willing to be bolder, to be more daring. 


There were a lot of brilliant smiles, a lot of jokes, a lot of ballsy flirtatious touches and moves stopped before 
they may be deemed too inappropriate. We both were hyper aware of a line we ached to cross, but steered 


away from at the last second. 


We were in our house, doing something we did all the fucking time and enjoyed doing, together again just like old 
times, aged Chloe laid out beneath the kitchen table snoring after basking in the mid-morning sun, tunes 
pumping through the system, and even his hand in mine, our bodies close as we danced, foreheads resting 


together, breathing shared air to Prince's "Diamonds and Pearls." 
(Author's Note: Begin song here.) 


It started with a glance, a reminiscent smile while we shared guacamole at the table, all responsibilities 
conquered. At the first strike of the opening notes static crackled in the air. Our eyes locked, and an unspoken 
question drifted between us. 


| tapped my tortilla chip on the table, hastily thinking as it sharply clicked, albeit no decision was needed. | was 
full of hope, joy, and nerve. 


| grinned to myself, psyching up, and rose from the table. 
| extended my hand with a restrained flourish, feeling fancy and formal in my cotton and denim. "May |?" 


This will be the day, 
That you will hear me say, 


That | will never run away. 


Duff was downright flattered. His eyes rushed to the floor faster than his face turned rosy and his smile shy. 
He uttered the most bashful little giggle I'd heard in years, and wrung his fingers together. 


| am here for you, 
Love is meant for two, 
Now fell me what you're gonna do. 


"Well?" | offered again, gently. "Not gonna leave me hangin’, are ya?" 


Duff glanced up, glowing with suppressed happiness. He stifled another chuckle and slapped on his grinning "l'm 
cool" face that | saw right through, then shrugged. "Ahh, what the hell” 


He stood, took my hand, and led me to the center of the kitchen 
It was like the glass shattered. Nothing else mattered. 


It wasn't thirty seconds before my head was on his chest and his hand was in my hair, smoothing, petting, 
twisting my curls around his fingers. 


My fingertips stroked his collarbone, and his heart raced beneath my cheek. | smiled, nuzzling closer, and felt 


him smile in my hair. 
| sighed with the kind of contentment | couldn't clearly recall until that moment. Suddenly the switch had been 
flipped, as if | had been living life in abominational recreations of feelings | had shied away from or shut down 


For the first time in nearly two years | felt alive. 


"F | could | would give you the world" he sang soft and low, his chest humming as we swayed in small steps. 
"But all | can do is just offer you my love" 


My head rose and | looked into his eyes, rolling the thick silver chain of his necklace between my fingers, a 


knotwork pattern I'd designed and had made for him shortly after his hospital stay. 


There was no doubt about it anymore, | realized, leaning into his touch when his fingers caressed the side of 


my face. The person | was dancing with was My Duff. 


He stroked my cheek and slowly traced my jawline with one finger, then lingered, ghosting his thumb below my 


lower lip. 
The gently amorous expression in his eyes couldn't have been clearer if he'd said it. 
My Slash 


There was no kiss. There didn't need to be. Just affection. A knowing, gentle smile. A simple, tender affirmation 


that was required of such a nonverbal admittance. 


And we danced. And it was so easy. So natural. Soft, happy laughs, cheeks pink with contained joy that leaked in 


massive smiles and affectionate brushes of noses. Close, closer and more intimate than we'd ever been since 


Grace was born, five minutes of sheer Shangri-la in an already blissful morning. 


We sang, we laughed, we did outrageous, goofy dance moves that had no place in a song so romantic, always 


winding up back in each other's arms. 

We had fun. We were us 

When the song began to taper down, Duff's head raised from where it had been resting against mine. The 
sunlight from the open doors poured into his eyes, making them shine a lustrous, nearly transparent peridot. 


Our arms were still locked around one another, and he searched my face with amazing tenderness. 


My hands trailed his lower back, tracing the small patch of exposed skin between his jeans and shirt. | returned 
his gaze, timid, attentive. 


His lashes fluttered as he looked down, breaking one arm of his embrace to contemplatively trace his index 
finger along the dino skull pendant that hung above my heart. 


"This is so hard, Slash," he said, quiet and heartfelt, as Prince gave way to a crooning ballad by the King. Again 


our foreheads met, and his hands burrowed beneath my curls to cradle my head. "I miss this." 


My hands left his back, gliding up his chest to cup his face, my thumbs brushing his cheekbones as | slowly 
nodded. 


"Me, too." | refused to squash the emotion in my voice. "I miss us." 
The sigh he drew was deep, filled with tension and inner-conflict. 
Duff slightly shook his head, holding my gaze from less than an inch away. 


"I don't know how long this lie can last," he spoke somberly. "Or..or how to end it if the opportunity..ever 


arises." 


"|. | don't know." It was true. | had no answer | could give him, nor did | know how to reply to his confession. In 


two seconds | went from feeling high on love to feeling like a royal jackass. "l.. | guess just.just be honest" 
"Would you?" He asked heavily, fingertips lightly scratching my scalp. "Would you be honest with Perla?" 

"| would," | said, firm and genuine. "If, you know.. In a heartbeat.” 

He smiled, a happy puff of warm breath caressing my face. 


"Get your shit together?" He gave me a gentle, painless shake, pulling back so his face came into focus. It was 


filled to the brim with tender plea "For me?" 


The weight of his words wasn't lost in my churning thoughts. | knew it wasn't an easy question for him. And 


though it had a simple answer, | was aware to how it would be much easier said than done. 

But after being separated, after the harsh change of sharing our lives for hours, then sometimes only 
minutes a day, after painful goodbyes, and tears, and ruminating, and self-hatred, and forced advancement, 
with this question.with those words, and that day, and that moment, it was no object of choice. 

It was a challenge | was willing and ready to tackle. For him. For me. For us. A shot at redemption. 


| nodded, lightly tightening my hold on his face. "I will." 


His hand slid from my hair, downwards to press his palm to my heart. His touch was warm and full of hope. 
"Promise?" 


| did the same, willing my honesty to radiate from the inside out. "I promise.” 
His heart sped up beneath my fingers. 
We shared a smile, a sense of solemnity hanging thick in the air. 


Duff rubbed my chest, glowing with gorgeous contentment, then leaned in to press to my cheek the softest, 
most wonderful little peck I'd ever received in my life. 


‘lm gonna hold ya to it," he vowed, smile growing, and even chuckling as he watched me limply prod the tingling 
spot on my cheek, grinning like a complete dork. "Don't let me down, baby doll.” 


| wilted.okay, fine. Fuck you. l.l swooned a little, sure, and bubbled like a goddamn baking soda volcano at his 


chosen term of endearment. 


Although it might've been a bit more.| don't know. Feminine? It was one of my favorites. It made me feel as if | 


were precious, kinda dainty, and adored. It just made me wanna curl up in the warm protection of his arms. 
"l. | won't." 


The tingling on the side of my face seemed effervescent. My cheeks flushed and my hand buried in my mass 
of curls as | glanced down at the floor, awkwardly fluffing. 


Duff giggled, and from my peripheral vision | saw his arms cross as he leaned back, shaking his head. "Thirty 
three-years-old, and you're still cute as fuck when you're blown away." 


"Shut up!" | instantly shot back, laughing all the way. | painlessly swatted his chest. "I can't help it. I'm." | drew 


a deep breath, and it was like a cleansing breath of fresh air. | breathed in new life with that breath. "I'm... I'm 
happy. I'm, like, really, truly happy." 


"Yeah." Duff beamed with gentle radiance, "Me, too. For the first time in a long time." 


| reached out, extending my arms, and he completed our embrace, strong, assuring, and long enough to 


complete just one more affection-filled slow dance before grill duty called. 


Love me tender, 

Love me sweet, 

Never let me go. 

You have made my life complete, 
And I love you so. 


Since Duff was the Grill Master Supreme, | left him tend to the flames while | ventured off to take a piss. It 
was my house so | knew where every bathroom was, but | opted to take a scenic route out of sheer nosiness. 


| chose to use the Man Cave Crapper. 

Duff's Seattle man cave/office nearly was a cave, as it was located in the basement. It was pretty much the 
same as when I'd last seen it: boxes upon boxes upon boxes of shit that Duff couldn't bring himself to be rid 
of, plus a couple new ones. He'd had some of that shit since before we were together, and | recognized a lot of 
containers, to say the least. 

| only spared the desk a cursory glance, as | had to piss so bad, and ducked into the bathroom. 

It was still the same as it always was, but | was curious and wanted to snoop. So, | did the manly thing and 
popped a squat on the pot, observing a neat stack of Financial Times papers on a small rack in front of the 
toilet. 

| cocked my head and narrowed a curious eye. 


Duff liked to hide things in plain sight, so | figured that was a good place to start. 


It didn't take me long to hit pay dirt. Six newspapers down there was one whose middle was fatter than the 
others, noticeably thicker, as if something had been stuffed inside of it. 


| flipped open the layers of paper and a Penthouse revealed itself, the cover a brunette chick clad only in a tiny 
black bikini bottom showing off her ass to the photographer, looking back and smiling alluringly behind her 
shoulder. 


| grinned in twisted victory and snatched it up. Playboy was for articles, Penthouse was for beatin’ off. 


| turned through the pages, studying and admiring. | could tell the where Duff frequented since the magazine 


opened easily to them, mostly bitches with nice asses bent over and their pussies peeking out from between 
their legs, a few where he was clearly eyeballing the guy, since the chick wasn't his type and | knew what kind 
of dicks he liked, and, of course, lesbians. 


| giggled to myself as | flipped through, day dreaming, maybe even fantasizing a tad, seeing as we'd had our 
moment of salvation. But then | turned another page, and something fell out, falling to the tile floor with a 
hushed click. 


It landed face down, but | instantly recognized what it was. 

| reached down, picked up the Polaroid, and was greeted with my own naked image. 
| smirked with blushing pride. 

Well, at least Im not the only one still whackin' it to my ex. 


| remembered that photo. It wasn't one of the originals, as there had been a fucking metric shit pot of nude 
photos of us over the years, but it was fairly recent at only three years old. 


New York, 1115, Duff's handwriting at the bottom read. Slash's 30th 


We'd stayed in a ritzy, sky-high hotel and rented the best suite. It was massive, sprawling and plush with thick, 
fluffy, beige carpet and tasteful deep red and white striped walls with tall mahogany wainscoting, fancy, over- 
stuffed furniture in rich, earthy hues, a huge television, and even a kitchenette where we'd opted out of 


having dinner on the town in favor of making one together. 
The photo was taken in the bedroom, looking out over the unending lights of the city from over fifty floors up. 


Colossal glass windows exhibited the clear, urban starry night as | laid upon a padded nook before them, 
reclined on a bed of pillows, my skin a deep tan from many naked summer days spent by our pool. The arm to 
the window rested behind my head while the other draped over my belly, and despite my obvious arousal it 
was taken right after I'd been observing the twinkling abyss of lights, my attention turned by a soft call of, 
"Hey, Slash. Happy birthday, sweetheart.” 


It had resulted in this photo, erotic but sweet from my tender, relaxed smile. It was kind of artsy, as a single 
dim lamp illuminated the room, casting me in warmth and pleasant shadows while the city was subdued and 
ethereal in the background. It was one of Duff's all-time favorites, and | shared the sentiment. 


| tucked the picture back where it belonged and the magazine followed suit. | put everything back just the way 
it had been, beaming to myself. 


It made me feel good, to say the least. It was flattering, a nice little ego boost on top of our wonderful 


morning. 


Figuring | should get movin’ if | wanted to keep snoopin’, | abandoned the bathroom and returned to the office, 
to the organized chaos of boxes, and books, and random bullshit Duff had accumulated over the years, 


scanning over everything as quickly and efficiently as | could. 


The first thing | noticed was the giant black and white ass mounted on the wall above the desk. Literally. A 
giant fucking ass. Susan's ass, | realized in stomach-turning horror as | studied the framed photo. | mean, it 


was tasteful and everything, sure, taken from behind as she sat, her arms hugging herself and her head 
turned to the left, sheets of dark hair streaming down her back, but Jesus 


A faint but very emphatic groan of distaste left my snarled lips. | wondered if he ever used it for the same 
purpose as mine, squirrled away in a fucking porno in a decoy stack of papers. 


| got my eyes right the fuck off that picture and glued them to the two tanks upon the massive desk, one 
containing moist dirt and sparse, rocky decoration, the other set up like a slice of the jungle contained to a 
large glass rectangle. 

Among the jungle foliage hid a white coil concealed behind some fake plants and a small hunk of a knotted tree 
limb parading as a log. Houdini basked beneath his heat lamp, ancient by his species’ standards at nearly a 


decade. 


"Hey, old man" | reached in, carefully picked him up, and let him glide through my hands. | held him before me, 
smiling as he tasted the air around me. "Long time no see. Remember me?" 


If he didn't remember me, he surely recalled my hair ‘cause that's right where he went, draping himself over 
my neck and tucking himself right inside my shirt collar. 


| studied the other tank and briefly saw a tiny head emerge from beneath the damp earth, topped with shining, 
iridescent scales. With two flicks of her tongue Iris was buried again, tunneling down into the inches of dirt 
around her. 

| grinned in recollection to myself. 


"his? Sounds lke you're naming her affer an old lady." 


‘She's not named after an old lady, asshole. Im, lke, really into Greek history right now. Iris the rainbow goddess.. 


The snake's got those mirrored, rainbow-y scales, ya know?" 
‘lis.. Does she have coffee, a grapefruit, and oatmeal at the Back-Forty at exactly five fifteen every morning?" 
‘Oh, my god, youre such a dick, Slash Well, fuck you; | like it." 


| liked it, too. | just had to bust his chops over it. 


Chuckling, | continued my search, my throat occasionally ticked by Houdini's tongue when he routinely popped 


out from beneath my curls. 


Duff had a lot of shit on his desk, most of it school-related. Books, papers, notebooks, his laptop, shit like that, 
but there were little things dotted around the room, | noticed, things that I'd given him over the years. 


Lined along the top of the desk were several skulls in numerous colors, sizes, and designs. Everything from 
plain, porcelain white, to transparent ruby red and deep sapphire blue glass, some elaborately hand painted in 
vibrant strokes, and a ceramic sugar skull I'd bought him in Mexico during Dia De Los Muertos. 

To the right were four of my drawings framed and hung on the wall: Sid Vicious, Prince, the Ramones, and 
even Duff himself, a cowboy caricature of him inspired by a hilariously disastrous drunken ride on a 
mechanical bull. 


"Thank you, Slash. Thank you for immortalizing my shame." 


| giggled quietly, reading the caption bubble above the askew cowboy hat atop Duff's loopy, cross-eyed 


expression. "Aw, fuck nuts." 

Those words were verbatim, too. 

A part of me was surprised he'd held on to so much, if not everything. Then | remembered that | was no 
better. My studio contained what was essentially a shrine of a bunch of things he'd given me, and | still had 


paintings and artwork we'd chosen showcased throughout the house. 


The funny thing was upon walking through the Seattle house many items of decor hadn't been replaced with 


newer ones like our Los Angeles home. | wondered if that was a coincidence. 


| turned away from the wall, raising my hands to remove Houdini from his perch, when a TV caught my eye. It 
was tucked away in an alcove on the desk, one of those TV/VCR combinations. 


| smirked impishly and lowered my hands, intrigued. 


I'd give it a try, | figured, thinking back to the mag in the bathroom. Maybe Duff had stumbled onto something 
good and just hadn't told me about it yet. 


After powering it on and giving the Eject button a speedy stab a tape spat out, and an expression of disbelief 


spread across my face. 
| gently tugged the tape from the console and read the adhesive label glued to the side. 


HAWAI FIVE-O 


| was pretty sure this tape wasn't Hawaii Five-O, though. 

| titted the it so the label flashed in the light, revealing my suspicions to be correct. 

| had made and edited this tape. The HAWAI was originally in black pen ink but had since been traced over by 
black marker, the penmanship of F/VE-O similar, nearly expertly forged, but distinctly different if you gave it 


more than a few second's glance. It's difficult to mimic the flow of an opposite-handed person 


| knew everything recorded on the tape | held in my hands. It was from our first trip after Duff's 


hospitalization, three months after his release. 

| tapped it on my palm, gnawing the inside of my cheek, deliberating. 

| huffed upon my decision 

"Fuck it.” 

| popped it in and hit Play. 

| had expected the tape to be as it was or to indeed be a new home for shitty reruns. But it was just the 
same, the brief fuzz of static clearing to a scene of me at the top of a steep, forty foot cliff, pristine blue 


ocean dominating the background. 


"Okay, okay, I'm gonna do it!" | was all amped up smiles and laughs in my swim trunks as | clasped my hands on 


my chest and jumped in place. "I'm gonna do it. You ready?" 
"Man, just fuckin’ do it already, baby." Duff's shadow threw its hands out in a "Get movin" motion, the camera 
violently bobbing to the rocky grass and back to me. "You wanted to do it and record it for posterity reasons 


or whatever, so fuckin’ do it! Just be careful, ya know?" 


“Alright, alright. | got it" | clapped my hands together and rubbed them briskly, the wind wildly whipping my 


soaked, relaxed curls around my maniacally grinning face. "| got this!" 


| stopped here and pressed Rewind counting the seconds of blue screen | blankly watched to the symphony of 


mechanical whirs from the machine. 


A dense bubble spawned in my stomach when | hit Sfop. | hesitated, my mind spawning a plethora of silent 
questions, then resumed playing the tape. 


The scene unfurled, recorded a few hours before we left for the cliffs. 


We spared no expense for privacy, and the bedroom in our tropical home away from home, miles from anyone 


and everyone, opened right up to the beach. Behind us the sea roared its thunderous song through the open 


French doors, and there we lay, passionately entangled in one another. 


Pained wistfulness clutched my heart. It wasn't just the moment | watched--me savoring his kisses, imbibing 
his moans, low but prominent over the churning ocean, his hands in my hair and legs snug around my waist-- 
it was that | wondered how recently this was watched, and, more importantly, with which emotions it was 


viewed. 


The volume was low, so hushed | had to strain my ears to hear the build-up, the brief lull in Duff's sounds as 
his body tensed, sharply and gracefully arching up into mine. 


His face eased of all expression, then the muscles in his forearms flexed, and his fingers tangled in my hair. 
The curve of his back grew more pronounced, and his face assumed a grimace of ultimate pleasure with the 


powerfully soft, throaty moan of, "Oh, Slash.” 


| chewed my bottom lip, my brow furrowed while | watched myself drawn into the waves with him, gently 
seizing his lips, kissing him with ravenous tenderness, sighing his name, cheek to cheek, nose to nose, nuzzling, 


trembling, smiling, sharing euphoria. 

My cheek came to rest on his chest, and his fingers combed my hair. A happy, satisfied kiss met the top of 
my head. His arms tightened around me as he held me close, one hand stroking my curls, the other trailing 
feather-light fingers up and down my spine. 

There was such passion between us, such love and emotion. 


None of the chicks I'd stuck my dick in, even Perla, held a candle to the strength of our connection 


Perla and | had great sex, sure. She was a crazy bitch and that extended into bed; it was one of the things we 
connected on the most. But no one, Perla or otherwise, could make me feel the way he did. No one could evoke 


such emotion in me, such fulfilled fondness. 


The scene changed to me on the cliffs, and | swallowed, forcing down the lump that had formed in my throat. 
Watching us together only solidified my resolve. | wanted that back | needed Duff back. 


| carefully untangled Houdini from my voluminous mess of curls, watching, smiling with a mixture of sadness 
for what was and anticipation for what | hoped would come, as | danced back and forth on the ledge of the 
rocky, volcanic cliff, getting my heels to the edge, preparing to flip backwards, then doubling over with 


repeated bursts of nervous laughter. 


"Goddamn it, Slash, are you gonna do it or not?" The camera swerved slightly, one arm of Duff's shadow 
forming a folded, flapping wing. "Quit chickenin’ out! Bawk, ba-gaaawk, bawk, bawk!" 


"Shut upl" The focus fuzzed out on my massive grin in time with the smack | slapped on his bare chest. "Quit 
makin’ that damn face! It's making me laugh and | can't concentrate!" 


"What face?" He asked with fake innocence. "I'm not makin' a face." 


"Duff, stop--" | crumbled again with the giggles, snickering in real time to myself, remembering the dopey 
expression he tortured me with, "stop doin’ that!" 


"Aw, alright. Now you can just laugh at my normal face." 
"Your face is fine, man, fuckin'-- That goddamn face! Stop!" 


The camera panned down, focusing on an ashen rock in the sparse grass between Duffs bare feet while we 


howled with laughter, overpowering the sound of the whipping wind around us. 


After several seconds of braying like jackasses and exchanging limp-handed giggle-slaps, | finally backed my ass 
to the edge of the cliff and gave Duff a final farewell. "Bye! Love you! Hopefully | won't break my fuckin’ neck!" 


"Slash, that's not f--" was all Duff could get out before | chucked myself from the cliff, executing a perfect 
back flip. 


"This asshole better not die on me," Duff remarked to himself while | plummeted down, pretty fucking 
uncoordinated on the entry as | lost a bit of control and wobbled in mid-air, hitting the water with my upper 


legs and ass more so than my feet with a descending, "Shit! seconds before my big splash. 


"Oh, dude.." Duff raced to the edge of the cliff and zoomed in right as | broke the surface, laughing and raising 


my arms in victory. 

"Oh, dude" He energetically repeated, cackling with relief, definitely impressed. "Oh, man, that was awesome!" 
"Was it?" | grinned, flinging wet ringlets from my face. "Did you get it?" 

"| got it!" The camera trembled as he threw a triumphant fist in the air. "I got it and it looked cool as fuck!" 


"Dude, fuckin' awesome!" | was thrilled, but | grimaced momentarily, rubbing my ass beneath the water. "I'm 


glad it looked cool, but man. That shit hurt!" 


"Yeah, no shit, fuckin’ shaky entry like that," his tone was rife with competition "Hurry up and get your ass up 


here so | can one-up youl” 


The camera was on the receiving end of one hell of a nasty, sarcastic look. My shoulders peaked above the 


water as | put my hands on my hips. "I'd like to fuckin’ see it, man. Your ass is totally grass. Bring it, baby!" 


"Then bring your grassy ass up here!" The camera followed me as | began my paddling journey to the one 


scaleable cliff face. "I'll wipe the floor with you, bet that sweet little ass!" 
"| donno if | wanna bet my ass, man. It's kinda sore. Think | got a fuckin’ sea water enema" 


"Aw, gnarly!" Duff snorted with hearty laughter. "Well, | suppose wagers can be discussed upon your return, ya 


know?" 
"You're on, man!" 


A brief moment of static sizzled, then the film returned, me grinning like a loon as | stumbled up the rocky 
incline towards Duff. 


The stem of a stripped palm frond was thrust into my face like a microphone, and Duff primly asked, "So, 
how'd it feel, Mr. Louganis?" 


| made a scrunched, perturbed face, my eyes flitting down to the makeshift mic before they fixed on Duff. 
"Man, even | found that to be in bad taste." 


"How is that--" The scene rattled with Duffs scoff. "How's that in bad taste? The guy was a diver, like.. | 
didn't make a head injury joke." 


"I know; I'm just fuckin with youl" | busted out a short burst of amusement and gently socked his shoulder. 
"Here, gimme that thing and prepare to put your fuckin money where your mouth is. Or maybe you could put 


your mouth on my dick. When you lose. ‘Cause you will. You know, which ever. Or both." 


The audio crackled as the camera switched hands, and a grinning Duff came into view, tan, slim, and healthy, 
his muscles beginning to journey to their current toned state, hair full and long and dark blonde, the wet 
strands billowing in the wind. 


Around his neck was a necklace, the very same one I'd admired with gratefulness and favor about ten minutes 


earlier. 


That was the trip he'd cut the lock and chain from himself. The necklace was a gift for that vacation, and | 


hadn't known until after his return from a run one morning that the lock was no more. 


But it was fitting. Duff was no longer the person he once was, and with the removal of that symbol he purged 
lingering baggage and pain from his life. He was a new man, reborn from ashes, and he was determined to 
conquer and rise above anything the world threw at him. No anchor, metaphorical or otherwise, would hold him 
down 


| know you're not drunk enough to be lost in your own house." The quiet, amused voice came from behind me, 


not from the tape. "Figured you were down here.” 


It surprised me, but the gentle disruption didn't startle me. 


"Yeah." | turned, seeing Duff descend the last two steps. My mouth twisted awkwardly, though | suppose there 
wasn't anything to feel weird about. "Sorry." 


"Salright” He benevolently stepped closer, crossing his arms as he stood before me, watching the film over 


my shoulder. "I know you're nosy; doesn't bother me. | have nothing to hide." 
He made a sideways face, undoubtedly exponentially more uncomfortable than mine. "Well, at least not from 
you, ya know? But this is the one place in the house you know for sure is mine and hasn't been touched, so 


yeah. Figured you took a little detour." 


"Yeah, | found your bathroom porn," | snickered, turning just in time to see him fly backwards from the cliff 
like a goddamn swan. Asshole. "And this, if it counts as porn" 


"Ah, so you found both my bathroom porns..porn?" Duff's eyebrows knit in serious thought. "Pornos? Yeah, 


bathroom pornos." 
"| found the mag and the Polaroid inside it" My face heated up a tad with my smirk. "Did | miss one?" 
"Mhmm." Duff nodded, raising a single finger knowledgeably. "The good stuff's always near the bottom." 


| pouted in defeat. "Aww. What was it?" 


‘lm not gonna tell ya," he chuckled with a painless jab of his finger to my bicep. "Just enjoy the mystery, 


man. 


"You know goddamn good and well | won't enjoy the mystery unless its in a movie or a book," | sniffed with 


lighthearted loftiness. "And | know you know I'll pester the hell out of you until you tell me, so spill it 

Duff clasped his hands behind his back, chuckling quietly to himself, grinning wide. 

"One from the Dungeon," he admitted with obscene pride, giving me a sexily cocky downward smirk. 

"Oh, god" Suddenly my ears were on fire under my hair. Too late now! "Which one?" 

Oh, just one with a makeshift bandanna ball gag and some pretty little red welts on your trussed up, bent 
over ass." He radiated dubiousness. "The one with you giving me that innocent, slutty look over your shoulder 


that | love so much." 


"Oh, shit." It dawned upon me with a mixture of horror accompanied by a sneaky rush of blood below the 


waist. "The Doe-Eyed Little Whore picture, huh?" 


"Uh-huh." Duff was positively beaming when his side bumped mine. "You know | love that one. But yeah, you 
know. It kinda sucks these days. My sex life is shockingly vanilla now." 


"Mine too, compared to some of the shit we used to get into," | frowned, passing off Houdini when he tried to 


make his way from my shoulder onto Duff. 


"Which is strange, considering the little bit | know about Perla" Duff shrugged, his hands forming stairs for 
the snake. | saw a hint of the same resentment for Perla that | harbored for Susan, but it vanished as soon 


as it had appeared. "Seems like she'd be a real.firecracker." 


"Not that it matters, | guess, since we talked earlier, buuut," he quickly changed the subject, assuming a 
lighter air, “aside from sex does she appreciate your finer, more refined points, you know? Like how you can 
debone and shred an entire chicken, still steaming hot, in under four minutes? That you can't say ‘Albuquerque’ 
without sounding like Bugs Bunny? That you can tell from the other room what cute animal was just on 
television by the pitch and length of your, ‘Awww? Or, my personal favorite, that you can crush a moderately 
sized watermelon between your thighs?" 


"Oh, man, | forgot about that!" | burst with enthusiasm, frantically patting his arm in my excitement. | peered 
down at his legs and gave one thigh a few solid, inquisitive punches, and even snuck in a couple experimental 


squeezes. "You know, | wonder if you could." 


‘Oh, | fotally could," he boasted with bold confidence, crossing his arms and scoffing like it was no big deal while 
poor Houdini wobbled like a seesaw in the empty air. "Between kickboxing and the gym? Pfft, | got that shit” 


"Man, see, now | wanna run to the store and get one so we can, like, have a face off" | unconsciously copied 
his body language, my arms crossing as | bounced eagerly on my toes. "We're too fuckin’ competitive for that 


shit, and now | feel like now we'll never know." 

"Never say never," Duff smirked. "Just not today, ya know. What kinda fuckin’ show would that be for Grace's 
birthday, us two dumbasses growling and groaning, tryin to obliterate a watermelon between our thighs in the 
middle of the backyard?" 

"I'd find it entertaining." | raised a flirtatious brow in time with a nudge of my shoulder to his arm. "But we 
gotta stop talkin’ about it before it veers off into a sexual back-and-forth of taunts about what to do about 
the leaked bits of it on our inner thighs." 


"Yeah." Duff was without a doubt stuck in Fantasy Land. He grinned loosely, nearly the same goofy, drunk 


smirk | hadn't seen since 1994, his gaze dreamy and distant. "Cause that's the same place my mind went, too." 
It only took a smattering of seconds to snap himself out of it. With a clap of his hands, he was all business. 


"But, uh, before we expand to place l'm sure we're both not quite ready to revisit despite our eager selves, 


and nor do we have the time," he glanced to a clock upon the desk, tensing slightly, "the girls will be back in 
the next ten minutes or so. So that means its nearing time to put on our ‘just friends' faces and act like we 
weren't just conspiring to reunite." 


Sad reluctance coated my heart, but | agreed. 


| nodded, but before | could reply Duff moved to turn off the television and gingerly unwind Houdini from his 
arm to return him to his place beneath the basking lamp. 


When he pivoted to face me the atmosphere began to shift, leaving its grudging acceptance of impending 
masquerading and returning to the intimate air we'd shared in the kitchen. The world was softer around the 


edges, almost dreamlike. 


"But, you know, even with all these..complicated feelings and the even more clusterfucked situation." he paused, 


taking my hands in his. 


A beautiful expression of contentedness relaxed his features, and he squeezed my hands, sweetly smiling. 


"Thanks for today. | think | needed it more than | realized." 


Loving warmth flooded me inside and out. | felt like a fuzzball of shy giddiness looking down at our joined hands, 
ecstatically grinning, bubbling with contained exaltation. 


With a final constriction of our hand hold, his arms took me in. 

"Me, too" My sigh was a breathy, happy moan of tranquility. 

| smiled against his chest, eyes closed, allowing every bit of myself to absorb his embrace, all my senses alive. 
| didn't know when the last time I'd get to be so near to him would be, and | refused to squander it. It could be 
months, half a year, or an entire fuckin’ year or more until | felt the relief and security of his arms around 
me, until | could hear and feel the thrum of his heart jump with happiness, until | could inhale his scent that 


evoked images of seaside forests and rocky coasts, warm, windy summer nights and the crackle of firelight. 


Two fingers tugged down the collar of his shirt, and | placed a kiss upon his tanned, exposed skin, one that 


lingered, one that was punctuated with two more, delicate and filled with silent sentiments. 


A finger gently curled beneath my chin, raising my eyes to those that were full of what | both ached and 


pained to see. 


His thumb traced the line of my bottom lip, then swerved upwards so the pad brushed over it, back and 
forth, back and forth, slowly, hypnotically. 


The soff, velvety touch made me shiver. 


Duff's adoration became pensive with gradual suddenness. His brows bowed in tender yearning. 


"l." Struck by an urge | opened my mouth, but the words choked in my throat, turning from familiarity to 


fear. 

| love you 

"| miss you" | said instead, the shadow of my former words burning my larynx. "I miss you like crazy, baby." 
His touch glided in a gentle arc up and down my cheek. His gaze was poignant and mournfully entrancing. It 
pierced through me, studied me, scouring every bit of my features, hovering on my lips and peering deep into 


my eyes, into my very soul. 


| had that feeling of vast openness, of every bit of my being on display, not cruelly scrutinized, but tenderly 
observed with an air of eager caution It was a vulnerability from which | refused to flee. 


"| miss you, too." The words were whispered, gravelly and emotional. He raised my chin and bowed his head so 


our foreheads met, his mouth hovering just above mine. "More than you'll ever know.’ 


Our connected faces tilted closer. A rush of breath entered our lungs. A tangible feeling of mutual urgency 
swelled, but was swerved away from at the last second. 


My heart hammered. Our quickened respirations mingled, humid and thick, a kiss shied away from in favor of 
nuzzling noses and tickling eyelashes. 


A bashful breath caressed my cheek, a silent brush of a timid laugh. 


Despite my own wants | found myself smiling, too, chuckling in unision with him as we wordlessly embraced one 


last time. We swayed in place, grips unrelenting, happy, serene chortles humming. 


| wasn't offended in the slightest. | was in no rush. | had a lot to do before | earned that kiss, and before then 


| was perfectly grateful for hugs and innocent affections. 
"| guess we should go, huh?" | hesitantly asked, muffled against his chest 

"Yeah." He pressed his cheek to the top of my head, sighing with unwillingness. "Even if | dont want to. 
He gave me a final squeeze, strong as a bear, and lifted me lightly from my feet 


"Come on," he sat me back down and half-grinned with guilty encouragement, daintily rearranging a few curls, 


"let's go pretend" 


My head inclined, but a prior question nagged at me. 
His palm met my lower back to guide me to the stairs, but | raised a hand, turning back to the desk. 


"So, um, before we go.." | motioned my hand to the television "What... Just outta curiosity, you know.. What, | 


guess, sense was that watched in?" 
Duff's head tipped to the left. "Sense?" 
"Like..." 


My hands danced in uncertainty as | hurriedly fished for an eloquent elaboration | gave up, sloppily shrugged, 
and limply smacked my palms to my thighs. 


Fuck it 
"Like, were you horny or did you miss me?" 


"Oh!" Duff's teeth flashed with his awkward chuckle. He crossed his arms, scratched at the shamrock band on 
his left bicep, and shrugged demurely. "Can it..can it be both?" 


| grinned inhumanly wide with flattery. 
‘Oh, so you did get your minute?" | teased. "And you used it on me? That's kinda sweet. Sexy, too." 


"I had a whole ten minutes," he cheerily glowered, arms still crossed and smile bright, “and | used ‘em all on 


you." 


Before | could do so much as grin like a possum eatin’ shit, he walked towards the desk, reached into the gap 


behind it and the wall, and tugged something free. 


| almost forgot this one." He passed it to me. "There you go. Now you've seen my entire ‘Easily Accessible 


Collection: All the rest are tucked away safely in a box." 


"Yeah. Taxes 87, is new, | noticed" | tilted my head to the box buried below three others with a snicker, then 
studied the photo in my hand. 


"Well, | have two other boxes of papers from then," Duff said, unobtrusively hovering over my shoulder view 


the picture alongside me, "so | figured it'd be believable. | tried, at least" 


"Yeah, | got my all shit hidden, too. About the only thing that Perla could come across without extensive 
excavation is that ad you did with that fuckin’ glitter guitar that | furiously jerked off to for about three 
weeks." | tapped the Polaroid interestedly. "Didn't Nora take this?" 


"Yeah." Duff's chin came to rest on my shoulder as he nodded. "| have a soft spot for ‘em. This set was angles 


and..passion we couldn't capture on our own" 
He was certainly right. | had forgotten about that set. 
‘I the white strip read, above it a scene of intimacy frozen in time. 


It was taken relatively close, slightly from behind, my nude frame straddling Duffs, his back propped against 
the headboard so we were face to face. Our eyes were closed, our lips parted, touching in the ghost of a kiss, 
the fingers of my right hand entwined with his left. His right hand rested on the small of my back, holding me 


close, fingers gracefully splayed 


The memory played, and | recalled how every now and then it would slide down with the other to grip my ass, 


to guide me lower, to make me gasp into his kiss with a slow, upwards roll of his hips. 


Penetration was captured, but from the short distance from which the picture was taken there was nothing 
blatant, crude, or in-your-face about it. It was simply erotic, hazy and fantasy-like from being slightly 
unfocused; part of the entire snapshot, not the main focal point. 


"She did good with this one." My head buzzed as | passed it back to him. "Then again, | like all of them from 


over the years." 


Duff made a wincing face of grudgingly resigned embarrassment, narrowing one eye and twitching his upper lip 


slightly. "Yeah, but there's some dumbass faces in some of ‘em, you gotta admit.” 


"Just comes with the territory," | shrugged, chorling while | watched him return the photo to its hiding place. 
"Sex is just one of those things that can be hard to capture. Like balls, for instance. Balls aren't photogenic for 
shit. You hit the wrong angle, it's all over." 


"Things get hot fast, then it's all sac n' sag," Duff snickered, holding out a hand to the stairwell. "Get so much 


swing goin’ you could demolish a building with those suckers." 


| laughed so hard at my mental image that | missed the first step, stumbled, and caught myself on the second 
with the help of two steadying hands on my sides. 


‘Jesus, watch it, man" Duff's fingertips dug into my ribs with his chuckling chide. "I aint up for a hospital visit 
today ‘cause you fucked up, laughed too hard at my shitty joke, and busted your damn face open" 


"Well, | don't get quality, fucked up banter anymore." | gathered myself and resumed ascending the stairs like a 
completely normal, functional person, keeping a small death grip on the rail. "Gotta enjoy it while | can Can ya 


blame me?" 


"No, | can't," Duff's voice beamed. "I'm just that damn good" 
| thrust my foot out behind me, catching him above the knee with a snort of laughter. "Shut up." 


A lightning fast pinch met the back of my thigh. Then another, and another, accompanied by a soundtrack of 
giggles. "Asshole. Move it! Move it, fucker, we got work to do." 


"Ow, shit!" | halfheartedly swatted at his hands to no avail.probably because | was too busy cracking up. "That 
shit hurts; knock it offl" 


"No," he merrily persisted with another pinch, this one right on the sensitive bottom curve of my asscheek. 


"Move itl" 


"Hey! Now, that's not fair!" | whirled around to face him, eye-to-eye instead of our usual several inch 
difference, clamping my hand over sore flesh from a hell of a pinch. "You get to pinch my ass and | don't get 
to pinch yours?" 

"| never said you couldn't" Duff's expression was devilish and inviting as a motherfucker..until he raised an 
index finger and pointed out, "But now we're even because you balls-to-the-wall groped my ass in the kitchen 
earlier when we were dirty dancin’ all shy and raunchy to ‘Shoop,’ which wasn't fair because, ‘Brother, wanna 
thank your mother for a butt like that, was always my chance to grab your ass. You took it from me ‘cause | 


chickened out, so we're even" 


"Aww, you were gonna grab my ass?" | paused at the top of the stairs to lean back against him in an imitation 


soon, clasping my hands on my chest and sighing dreamily. "And you didn't take it? Such a gentleman 


| landed in Duff's secure hold, grinning with mirth as he buried his face in my hair and rolled me from side to 


side with playful, growly chuckles. 


But Duff's hearty amusement ceased with violent abruption shortly after he caught me. In a nanosecond his 


entire body tensed like stone. 


"Yeah." His voice was as strained as his wary muscles. "Well, this gentleman just heard the garage door, so it's 
time to shut up shop." 


He gently pushed me upright, patted my back so I'd move, then closed the door to the basement. 


He drew a bracing breath, peering at me with something between grave seriousness and nervous hope. "Well, 


let's do this. You ready?" 
Tension building in my stomach, | nodded. 


Not five seconds after I'd hastily buttoned my shirt, we heard the call, "We're home!" 


Then it was my turn to be on eggshells. 
No, fuck eggshells. A goddamn bed of nails. 


The trepidation faded after a while, though. After an hour and a half of convincingly feigning friendship, being 
polite to Bitchface, and making sure my interactions with Grace veered on unfamiliar and like she was merely 
happy to finally make Uncle Slash's acquaintance for more than two seconds, guests began to arrive. People | 
knew, people | didn't know, people who | had once called family and still considered family, and even a couple of 


bitchy, rich soccer moms that both Duff and the Hosebeast had warned me about. 


| mingled with a few of my former brothers and sisters-in-law, who of course pulled me down to the boat 


dock at the lake and assaulted me with a slew of questions. 


Albeit | felt a little attacked, | understood. | was family to them. Their kids called me Uncle Slash, and | was 
there for every fuckin' holiday and major event we could make it to. | had broken their little brother's heart 


and was now making a bold appearance after we'd both "moved on’; of course they wanted answers. 


| answered truthfully, even through the pangs of guilt and knowing they were surely comparing my story with 
Duff's. | only hoped they coincided well since Duff sometimes liked to sugarcoat and downplay personal shit. But 
other than being interrogated my conversations with the siblings were nice and easy, just like they always 


were. 


| got asked for autographs and road stories by the housewives who sipped white wine and mimosas while their 
children ran around screaming like banshees, a full-on Mortal Kombat scene unfurling in the bounce house. One 
of the moms was even brazen enough to pop five buttons on her shirt so | could sign her tit, but then again 
that could just be because she'd been walking around sneaking hits from a flask and chasing them with rivers 


of Chardonnay. Turns out that was the chick Duff had told me had the hots for him. 


| mostly stuck to people | knew, friends, family, and Duff, as | was about the only person he'd let help him with 
the grill. Chit-chat was effortless and the laughs were plentiful, lame jokes, appropriate reminiscent stories, and 


all. 


Duff and | never left the bounds of friendliness, but there was still connection between us. We always seemed 
to catch each other's eye from across the yard and disguised coy grins. We communicated with nearly 
undetectable twitches of our faces when it was clear there was bullshit afoot. There were even a few times 
our conversations went a bit awry, incriminating in the sense of an innocent conversation turning into a flirt, 
but we caught ourselves. A handful of raised brows and suspicious smirks from family occurred, but the 


friends, Tasteless Tart's friends, at least, seemed none the wiser. 


| stayed relatively calm in the tumult of unfamiliar faces and screeching, feral children, without a doubt 
relieved when it was time for presents, cake, and ice cream.even if I'd made the candy floss guy my friend 


and had been steadily eating him out of house and home between beers and ears of corn given to me with 


sneaky, lewd smirks. 


The backyard was as still as the lake behind it, eerily serene compared to the chaos it had been filled with 
minutes before. Everybody was inside for cake and ice cream and the candy floss guy was on break, so | was 
alone, relaxedly dragging on my cigarette as | sat on the edge of the dock, staring across the vast, shimmering 
expanse of the water, reminiscing. | enjoyed the quiet after the hustle and bustle, especially after all the 


raucous cheers from opening presents. 


My bare feet skimmed the lake, and | dipped my toes in, swiftly kicking them forward to fling drops across the 


smooth, minimally wavy surface, forming a minefield of tiny ripples where they landed. 


| smiled into the breeze. | felt oddly at home and at peace despite so much change, so much upheaval, even if 


a bikini-clad skeleton no longer served as the figurehead to our boat. 


| exhaled, watching the smoky puffs spiral and dissipate from the wind along the lake, looking down at the small 
silver fish that apparently thought my feet would make a fine meal. 


| drew a heavy sigh, studying the unending horizon of water, scarcely making out the tiny houses that dotted 
its far shore. Lake Washington was always beautiful that time of year. 


Í wish this was still my life.. 
Well, it very well could be if you get your shit together. 


| mused for several nostalgic, hopeful minutes until the hollow thunk of footsteps falling on sun bleached 


timbers caught my attention. | wasn't worried. I'd heard that sound a hundred times before. 


| grabbed my bundled shoes and socks and scooted to the side, just in time to hear, "Hey, Shy Guy. Bought you 


some goodies." 


"Hey," | smiled back, taking the two plates offered so Duff could sit beside me. When he nestled down, dunking 
his bare feet in the water with a sigh, jeans cuffed to his calves like me, | passed his back, the obvious 
difference that his was six scoops of ice cream and mine was two scoops and a square of cake, a gluttonously 


glorious corner piece stacked with icing. "Needed a break, too?" 


"Yeah." Duff took a giant spoonful of vanilla, mumbling though it, "If | had to hear that bitch brag about all the 
extracurricular activities her obviously over-stressed seven-year-old is taking one more time, | was liable to 
stab her in the neck with a plastic fork. Kid always looks on the edge of a nervous breakdown every time I've 


seen him." 
| listed sideways to bump his side, chuckling softly with him. 


"Did you get enough ice cream, man?" | stabbed a bite of cake and jammed it curiously towards the massive 


frozen dairy mountain. "Gonna have to punish yourself at the gym tomorrow.’ 


"You know | party hard" Duff glowed with pride, shrugging with a loaded spoon before it disappeared between 
his lips. "That's tomorrow, though. Today | feast and enjoy myself." 


| lightly prodded his stomach with my fork. "Don't forget that you'll hate yourself tonight for gorging when 
you get dairy belly and bloat." 


"Won't be my problem after | fall asleep," he smirked, an entire scoop of vanilla already gone. "Just be glad you 


don't have to deal with the aftermath." 


"Oh, god, the deathly dairy farts." | froze in not-so-false horror, gazing vacantly across the lake like a man 


traumatized. "Yeah, fuck that. Susan can deal with it" 
A humorous elbow jabbed my side. "Oh, like you were any better, Mr. No-Sex-On-Indian-Food-Night:" 


"Dude, nobody can have sex after Indian food. That's just, like, one of the rules. It's so fuckin’ good, but you pay 
for it" 


| musingly raked tiny rows in the icing with my fork, eyeing the the scoop of chocolate he was attacking 
before | gestured to it. "Hey, can | have a bite of that?" 


Duff cheerfully obliged, feeding me a generous spoonful. 


We ate in comfortable silence for a few minutes, the only sounds the wind in the trees, the shrill peeping of 


finches in their branches, and the gentle lapping of water upon the shore. 


"| miss it out here," | softly broke the serenity, tucking my empty plate beneath my shoes to prevent it 
blowing away. "| forgot how peaceful it is, how much | loved just sitting out here playing, listening, watching the 
wildlife and the water." 


"Yeah." Duff sounded contemplative, even through his last bites of ice cream. "You'd be surprised how many 


times | look out the backdoor and still expect to see you out here. The vital piece is always missing.” 
| observed intently as he sucked the spoon, savoring his very last bite, expression thoughtful. 


The edge of the utensil tapped his lower lip in deliberation, his eyes roaming the bright horizon. Plastic clicked 
as he clamped it nervously several times between his teeth, drawing a gradual breath to say, "It was..it was 
surreal to do that again and it not be a memory that | projected. It was real. It felt like any other get- 
together, ‘Oh, Slash just needs to get away for a bit:" 


He patted my knee with the same old affectionate familiarity. "And I'm glad it isn't my mind playing tricks this 


time." 


A bittersweet smile tugged my lips. My hand briefly rested on his, long enough to squeeze, long enough to 


appreciate. 
"I know what you mean." | pulled two smokes from my pack and lit us one each. 


| took a deep, bolstering drag, already feeling the words begin to muddle in my tumbling thoughts. | would have 


to persevere, potential inarticulately expressed emotions be damned. 


"L.l do it, too. In the mornings | still expect to see you on the couch with Grace and coffee or see you guys on 
the back patio. Sometimes | even think you're napping in bed or reading the paper at the table. Either there's 
no one there or it's just Perla. And it fucking sucks." 


"It does. l.. | thought it would get easier, ya know? Even moving in here." He threw a careless hand over his 
shoulder, motioning to the house. "We were apart. A thousand miles away. | was still surrounded by you and so 
many memories, but | thought that because it wasn't where it all started, where it all began, you know, that 


that might make it easier to take." 


"Yeah. | thought the same about my place, too." | anxiously pawed at the bracelets on my left wrist. "But, but 
everything just wasn't the same. Life felt.pretty fuckin’ vacant. Like, sure, Perla's around, but.. But she's not 
you. | don't, you know, look forward to her calls. I'm not super excited to see her when she comes home. l'm 


certainly not excited when | get my credit card bills at the end of the month." 
Duff joined me in a small, knowing fit of laughter, "Tell me about it!" 


"But, you know, seriously," | resumed after some persistent chuckles. "| thought it'd be easier, too. But l.. | 
fuckin’ miss you, man. Even if we weren't, you know..together. | miss your company. Your presence. Just to 
know that you were still there and, like, in my life, even if it wasn't full time, was wonderful. And l.. | miss 
seeing you interact with Grace; watching you grow as a dad. Fatherhood looks good on you, and |... | hate that 


lm missin’ out." 


Duff grew quiet for a while, the only sounds beside nature his feet steadily, lazily paddling back and forth in 


the water. 

| peered up at him, studying the flowing refraction of sunlight and water dancing on his face. His eyes adopted 
the color of the lake they focused on, a deep greenish blue. For the first time since he heard that garage door 
open, he looked truly tranquil. 


"You..you think so?" He quietly inquired, almost self-consciously. "You think I'm a good dad?" 


"I think you're a fan-fuckin'-tastic dad," | admitted, warmly and wholeheartedly. "She's smart, she's sweet, she's 


happy, she's a total daddy's girl." 


"Don't forget stubborn as hell,’ Duff rolled his eyes. 
"Aw, come on, now." | gently slammed myself into his side, grinning. "She wouldn't be yours if she wasn't" 
Duff chuckled peacefully alongside me, his foot nudging mine beneath the water. 


He suddenly drew a deep sigh, motioning for another cigarette and taking a long, mournfully contemplative drag 


as soon as | placed it in his fingers. 

His eyes fixed on the lake between his knees, his face assuming a look of pain 

"l. | wasn't the best dad for her first few months." He picked nervously, guiltily at his thumb nail, 
inadvertently flinging a dusting of ashes into the wind. "I was too fucked up. | was. was short with her a lot, 
and she was just this teeny, tiny, helpless little thing. It was my job to protect her. To take care of her. | didn't 
have a lot of patience, and |.'m not proud of the father | was. It was kind of about survival at that point. | 
was too raw. Too.." he abruptly paused, knowing he was going to cause me pain, "too heartbroken. Too 
devastated. My mind was always elsewhere..always numb, and | just tried to survive. | only started to bond 
with her about the time we started hangin’ out again" 

| bore the weight of his words, but my pain wasn't what | was worried about. 

"Duff, you.. You can't hold that against yourself, sweetheart." My brows bowed with tenderness. "It wasn't 
your fault; you did what you had to, and it doesn't matter now. That kid is perfectly happy and healthy. Don't 
let that weigh on you; put that blame against me." 


"That's the problem," he said, scoffing with a wry laugh. "I can't. Out of anyone and everyone | should resent, 


you should be number one on my list, but | cant." 

My lips twitched with a grin. "Then maybe you're just a fool." 

"Perhaps." Duff mused, not at all offended. Amused, even. “But a wise man knows himself to be a fool, Slash." 

| tucked a curl behind my ear, quipping with admitted sass, "Oh, so you're sayin’ you're wise?" 

"Wise ass, maybe," he proudly snickered, sitting straight-backed and tall 

His hand patted my thigh once more, then he jerked his head back towards the house, smirking with invitation 
"Come on. Whatcha say we give the bounce house a go before one of these little fuckers gets sick and pukes 

all in it?" 

"Ah, no." | waved a hand, completely fucking lying. “That's cool. You go ahead, man" 


The sarcastic arch of Duff's brows when his hands met his hips was so severe it was cartoonish. 


His tone was playfully brazen, "You mean to tell me the biggest kid | know is gonna refuse his Duff a turn in 


the bounce house? For real?" 
My heart did a fuckin’ tap dance. 
"N-no, I'm not refusing My Duff anything." 


The instantaneous blur of absolute delight on Duff's face was adorably sweet. | could've pulled a fuckin’ OF Mice 
and Men on him and squeezed him to death. 


"l, | want to, | just." | twisted around to glance at the house, muttering, "Just.. A lot of people. People | don't 


know, you know?" 


"Ah, quit bein’ shy and get up" Duff effortlessly hopped to his feet, raining cool water droplets that darkened 
the light, faded denim on my thigh. In a flash he swung down, gently snatched my hand, and began tugging me 
upwards. "Come on. Ya said it yourself: you're not refusing your Duff anything, so come on. Cooooome on, 


Slash." 
| instantly went dead weight, controlling my momentum as | fell backwards to the dock 


"No, nol" | pleaded halfheartedly, laughing at Duff's exasperated, grinning huff. "Don't make me go, noooo! You're 


so mean to your Slash" 


"Come on, My whiny bitch Slash, who cares if they laugh at ya?" He yanked carefully on my arm, dragging me 
a few feet up the dock as | giggled like a love struck moron "I'm talkin! to the guy who's had sex in front of a 
ton of people, had his balls fall out in front of a sold-out arena, and even ran through the snow naked in his 


boots on a dare once..well, until you hit that ice patch and skidded face-first into a snow drift." 


"Oh, god, why'd you have to bring that up?" | groaned aloud in mental pain, flinging my arm to in fro in a vain 


attempt to break his grip. "At least is looked cool, though, right?" 

"Ah, yes." Duff lit up with appreciation, hauling me back a few more feet like he was lugging a dead body. "Your 
dick was majestic and beautiful as it flopped helplessly in the winter air, mid-skid. It could've had its own piece 
in a National Geographic special.” 

My arm went limp and my eyes narrowed, my face painted with loving annoyance. "God, | hate you so much." 


Duff's head tilted, his eyes sparkling in the elusive Seattle sun "Nah, ya don't" 


Chipper as ever he walked before me, reached out for my hands, and gave me a a tug so strong | didn’t rise 


to my feet so much as fly to them. 


"Whoa, shit!" | wobbled violently from the sudden momentum, falling forward and smacking face-first right in 


the middle of his chest. 


A heard an internal crunch as my nose cracked into his sternum. Pain flared and my hands flew to my face in 
an instant, prodding the bridge of my nose in distress. 


"Ow, fuck!" Duff's arms clamped around me to steady me, then the next second his fingers were brushing 
curls from my face in tender earnestness. "Shit, man, are you okay? Holy fuck, that hurt, but | bet it hurt 
you more. You okay? You bleedin?" 


His touch gently curled around my hands. "Here, let me see." 


| didn't really want to because my fuckin’ face was pounding in an unyielding, frantic metronome, but | allowed 


it, letting him gingerly slide my hands away. 


He hunched down to my level and studied me for a few seconds that my fingers clung tightly to his, the throb 
slowly, slowly beginning to fade. 


"Nah, you look alright," he said, squinting with a street scholar's eye. "No blood. It's not crooked or anything. 
Just hurt like hell” He constricted my hands. "You'll be just fine, I'm afraid.” 


"You sure?" | gave my burning nose several cautious pokes. "Fucker feels like it's on fire. Man, are you sure 


you still need to work on your pecs? Those really are hard as fuck." 


"Aww, thank youl" With his soft exclamation Duff's hand fluttered to his chest in a rather flamboyant manner. 
"Still think | could do better, though. l'm in no real rush, really, but seeing as you just damn near broke your 
nose on my chest maybe | have less to do than | think" 


"Ah, ya look great, Duff. You're beir silly." | turned to stride beside him on the uphill journey to the bold 
yellow, red, and blue castle in the sky. "I'd kill to see you with your shirt off again" 


"And l'd kill to see those jeans tossed carelessly on our living room floor. Or even right here," he snickered with 


easy impishness. "But sadly, that's not on the agenda for today. Nor for a while, | think” 

"| wouldn't expect it to be," | concurred, kicking a small twig from the dock so it fell to the shallow water 
below. "Like | said, that's your call. m not here for that, you know? Like, even with all the flirting and little bit 
of grab ass. While it's nice, and yeah, sure, | miss making love, | miss you most of all" 

The breath of a chuckle floated on the breeze when our feet met the cool, lush grass. 


"You gotta quit sayin’ shit like that, Slash." 


The persistant burning in my nose spread abashedly throughout my body. | winced, taking my next step was 


slightly to the right, minutely distancing. 
Duff flowed easily with my change, mildly closing the gap. 


"That wasn't a reprimand" He nudged my arm, and | reluctantly looked over to see him beaming with soft 
elation. "It's because it's romantic as fuck. You've been that way all day. | love it, but its makin’ me kinda 


wistful, ya know? |, | won't lie, man, I'm fuckin’ dyin’ for it” 
| smiled despite the pangs of guilt, warmth radiating in my heart. 


"| am, too. But | feel, like, even that is a ways away.” | thoughtfully frowned at the grass beneath my feet, my 
thumbs jammed in my pockets. "Like, the only fucker | didn't mind transforming an entire space into a love 
paradise for. | could be cheesy and all cliche without worrying about you laughing at me. But there's a lot 


of.improvement | need to do on myself first. | gotta earn it, you know?" 


"Seriously, Slash." A light smack whipped against my forearm, accompanied with a giggle. "Stop talkin’ or we're 
gonna end up doin’ it in the bounce house." 


"Well, that'd be one way to get your money's worth." | chuckled, staring up at the giant, inflatable, primary 


colored monstrosity when we stopped before it. "Or a one-way ticket to a broken bone." 
"But hopefully not that kind of broken bone." 
Duff grinned in devious invitation and gestured a hand to the entrance, a split in the net. "After you." 


"You just want an excuse to look at my ass again," | suspiciously glowered, arms crossing. "Man, why don't | get 


a bone thrown my way?" 


"Because I'm fairly certain you receive much, much funner bones than me these days.” Duff returned a 
sarcastic glare more powerful, mischievous, and knowing than mine. "So | deserve a few bones, even if | can't 


act on them as frequently as I'd like." 

"Yeah, yeah, yeah." | rolled my eyes and began the climb inside, taking a moment of pause halfway to arch my 
back, peer seductively over my shoulder, and slowly, enticingly sway my hips from side to side. "Here's a bone 
for ya, baby." 

"Goddamn it, Slash!" Duff laughed out loud with a firm, solid swat on my ass. "Quit bein’ a dick and move it!" 

| victoriously scuttled into the bouncy castle, feeling a little bit of my own dick movement from the surprising 
amount of sting through the denim. And judging from Duff's lightning fast adjustment before he followed me, 
he had a bout of it, too. 


"Get my money's worth out of this fucker,” he grinned as | hauled him to his feet beside me, each of us 


throwing out our arms for balance. "Been eyeballin' this bastard all day. I'm glad you came with me." 


"Ah, what else was | gonna do? Tell ya no?" We parted ways a bit, pulling small, experimental jumps. "Given 


some of the shit we've done a bounce house ain't all that crazy. And I've had fun, so | wanna keep havin’ fun" 


"Me, too." Duff began to do larger, higher bounces, the timing causing mine to completely falter and make me 
stumble, to which he just laughed. "And I've always seen these things at kids' parties and shit, and I've always 
wanted to try it out but | didn't wanna be that one weird adult, that single, big goon bouncin' all the other kids 


around like rag dolls, ya know?" 


"Fuck them little fuckers," | said emphatically, a little joking and a little serious. "Shit like this seems to be a 
fuckin’ free-for-all for ‘em. The big ones pick on the little ones, some of ‘em get ran over and trampled. It's 
like the fuckin’ Coliseum in here." 


‘Oh, man" The distance closed between us with our confident jumps, and we began to play an unspoken game of 
Chicken, taking turns to jump as close as we could near the other to knock them from their feet. "Is it bad 
that | would love to, like, be the Emperor in that situation?" 


"Like, the whole life-or-death thing?" | launched myself towards Duff, narrowly missing as he quickly flew into 
the air with a sly cackle. 


Duff made a stoic, kingly face and jabbed his thumb downwards with finality to the dark blue floor seconds 


before completely throwing off my bounce. 


With a small, yelping laugh | fell, then popped right back up as he added, "Yeah, but, not, like, in a blood sport 
way. In, like, a, ‘You just lose, kinda way. Or would that be mean? Like, | don't wanna make ‘em cry--ah, shit!" 
He tumbled down from my sneak attack with a giggle, and instantly sprung up in return. "Just, you know. ‘You 
lost. Boo. For shame." 


"See, now the, ‘For shame, might hurt their feelings.’ | shrugged in midair, making a quick escape. “But if you 
make it fun, you know, a game, | bet they'd like it” 


"Tiny fuckin’ Roman armor," Duff chuckled, more to himself than me. "Little retiarius versus a secutor. That'd 


be so fun" 


"Well, if | go to Italy any time soon I'll be sure to send Grace a centurion's helmet," | promised, and | totally 


fuckin! would, too. "By the time she's old enough to fight, she should have a whole set between the two of us." 


"Yeah!" Duff chortled as if it were a good idea, then suddenly his face was struck with grim realization. "Yeesh. 
Prolly wind up gettin’ killed in a bloody coup from offended, rebelling children, though." 


"Duffius Caesar is dead!" | suddenly wailed aloud, snapping my eyes shut and painlessly tearing my hair in false 


lamentation, completely letting my guard down for some impromptu drama. "Et tu, Chloe?" 


Little did | know Duff was planning a stealth attack of his own, but my comment threw him off. Mid-leap he 
burst with laughter, and his landing went awry. 


His knees bent upon landing instead of maintaining their rigidity to throw me from my balance. His feet planted 
right in front mine and we both faltered from his weak bounce, clinging to one another as our knees failed and 
we stumbled for several, spinning, careening steps we never recovered. Duff toppled backwards, the fingers 
tangled in my shirt pulling down with him. 


| caught myself before we could collide, preventing what wouldve been another painful hit of my nose to his 
chest. Instead, | wilted with delighted laughter so happy, so familiar and intense and missed that tears welled in 
my eyes and | was soon breathless. 

My head came to rest on his heaving chest, his genuine, bellowing laughs thunderous beneath my cheek. His 
hands were in my hair, holding me close, one gliding down to sloppily pat my back, weak with appreciation for 


my shitty humor. 


| raised my head and his hands followed, restraining my curls from falling into my face so | could see nothing 


but his joy, nothing but the jubilant sparkle in his eyes, nothing but.. 
"| love you." 


| couldn't stop the words. They just spilled from me like a downhill flood, desperate to be spoken through my 
elated smile, words uttered with unadulterated honesty, without thought in the heat of the moment. 


But | was terrified the second they left. 


Duff immediately grew quiet. His expression slowly melted of hilarity and assumed a look of stark 


comprehension. 
| waited on held breath, but his silence wasn't cruel. It wasn’t shocked, or fearful, or angry. It was fulfilled. 
Hands cradled my face, thumbs brushing my cheekbones with his gorgeous smile. 


| don't know what happened. | don't know who made the move. |, | can't remember, but the inches of separation 


vanished in a blur, closing with his lips on mine..or mine on his. 
| didn't know. And it didn't matter. 


| was instantly transported. Oh, god, | was twenty one again, young and in love! Stuck, holed up in a shitty hotel 
room, spinning wildly in his kitchen, violently vomiting on my bathroom floor, soaking in a tub in New Orleans, 
crammed in a Jeep on safari in Africa, beneath the raining cherry blossoms in Japan, reclining on beaches 


around the world, anywhere and everywhere Duff was with me. 


No fucking high in the world held a candle to this. No fucking god-like smack was more powerful than those 
handfuls of seconds, an eternity of pure paradise lived and relived times infinite in a single, soft, so, so, 


wonderful kiss. 


My brain buzzed with intoxicating elation. Life was fucking beautiful, and sunny, and bright, and flawless. My 
Duff was here, and happy, and.. 


‘| love you, too, Slash." 
And he loved me. Even if | always knew, now | knew. 


Another kiss was shared, more confident but just as gentle, just as sweet, just as joyous. It lingered longer, 


separated by two inhales that shivered with thrill, maybe even a little relief and disbelief, too. 


My heart hammered. My face cramped from a painfully massive smile as | peered down at his radiant 
exultation, his contentment just as gorgeously captivating as the first and thousandth time I'd seen it. 


The backs of my fingers caressed the side of his face, and he leaned into my touch, his eyelids heavy, drunk 
on love as | whispered my endearment, "My Duff." 


His smiling lips parted, only for his unspoken words to be completely eliminated by a piercing, mortified scream 


that emanated from the house, "What the fuck!" 

Then my temporary heaven cruelly, violently transformed into a very special kind of hell. 

A unison gasp of mortal terror tore from our throats, and | threw myself from above Duff the instant | saw 
Susan storm from the patio to the lawn, pissed enough to leave a trail of fire in her wake. Her snowy sun 


dress glowed and billowed as if she were on fire, white hot with rage. 


My heart didn't have time to slow down. In fact it fluctuated even harder when | caught Duff's equally 


terrified gaze after we hastily scrambled to our feet. 
‘Oh, my god, I'm sorry! I'm sorry, Duff, |--" 


"Gol" He pushed me so hard | fell to my hands and knees and skidded into the netted exit. "Don't worry about 


me; go!" 
| shot him one last desperately contrite look. "Duff, I--" 


"Just go, Slash!" He urged me on, throwing his arms frantically to the back gate. "Go, go! Get the fuck outta 


herel" 


He wasn't being an asshole. In nearly fifteen years | could count the times I'd seen Duff so afraid on one hand. 


| didn't question him again | clawed my way from the bounce house like a field mouse fighting for shelter from 


an eagle's keen, tracking eye. 


| didn't wait. | didn't back track. | didn't grab my shoes from the dock but instead tore barefooted through the 
back lawn and slammed myself through the gate, ignoring the unusually hot Seattle pavement beneath my feet 
as | threw myself in the car, fumbled for my keys and made a hasty, shaken escape, the last voice | heard 
the screech of a seething harpy, "Where the fuck is he going?! What the fuck is going on?! Answer mel” 


| white-knuckled the wheel the entire ride back to the hotel, the needle never dipping below a hundred until | 
got back onto the congested city streets, screeched into the hotel parking garage, and carelessly threw my 
keys at the valet without a single word. 


| ventured back to my room in a horrified trance, ignoring people's stares of my bare feet, proceeding to feel 


nothing but sheer, utter terror for hours and hours. 

Nothing distracted me from my hurricane of thoughts. No amount of chain smoking, no amount of deep 
breaths, nothing. My favorite TV shows held no relief for me. Neither did whisky, as | was too goddamn wound 
up, pacing the room beneath my chaotic thundercloud, the room oddly dark despite the cheerful rays of 


mythical Seattle sun illuminating the room. 


Eventually | grew still, standing before the massive window, staring at Mount Rainier looming with ominous 


beauty on the horizon, completely frozen, the only movement my eternally churning, anxious thoughts. 
It wouldve been exponentially easier if | was merely afraid for myself. 


After hours, stiff and sore from clenched, stressed muscles, maniacal pacing, and petrified standing, | forced 


myself to sit on the bed, only to stare at the phone in torturous indecision 


Darkness had fallen long ago. My stomach growled with hunger, yet | felt nothing but a deep, black, internal 


emptiness, a ravenous, unending, agonizing gnaw. 


Time and time again my hand raised to grasp the receiver, only to tremble inches away and recoil back into 


my lap. 
Eleven o' clock came. Then midnight. Then one in the morning. 


Nothing had changed. 


| was still stranded in the silence, without answers, without a shred of relief, cursing myself up and down, 


wondering how | could've been so foolish, so fucking irresponsible to pull a move like that. 


| wanted to howl in frustration and fear and bawl my eyes out, but | was too traumatized. | was too afraid of 
what this meant, how this would affect Duff and Grace. | didn't give two shits about Hosebeast, fuck her. But | 


cared immensely about Duff and Grace and how this fuck up would impact them. 


Even then, it didn't feel like a fuck up. It felt natural and amazing to close that gap, to finally put a physical and 


verbal patch and poultice on a festering wound, but.. 
Three quiet knocks drew my aching eyes from the off-white telephone to the stark white door. 


| instantly tensed, my burning muscles stiffening like creaking, ancient stones subjected to destructive winds, 


threatening to collapse. 


For a moment | stared, fingers clenching the edge of the bed. Three more knocks, more timid this time, and | 


slowly, slowly hauled myself from the bed, hands shaking as | unlatched the locks and opened the door. 

| expected the worst. Maybe the bitch had tracked me down and had something special in store for me, or 
perhaps brought cops with her for some nonexistent legal reason my brain couldn't form. But instead | 
revealed an exhausted, almost shellshocked Duff. 

He had a vacant, zombified look, face slack and eyes slightly unfocused, and while his physical appearance was 
the same as it had been he looked distinctly disheveled, distinctly rattled, and had an overnight bag slung over 
his shoulder. 


"Hey." Duff's lone word was bone dry, barely audible, lethargic, like he was drugged. "Can.can | stay?" 


| winced at his state of distress, scouring him from head to toe for any sign of physical injury, but found 


none. 


"Yeah. Of.of course." | nodded and stepped back, allowing him to shuffle inside and drop his bag right beside the 


door. 


| crossed my arms tight, afraid to look at him for more than a millisecond at a time, my hands restlessly 


wringing my biceps. "You..you okay? How..how'd you find me?" 
| know you." 


| squinted in concern at his unusually sluggish tone and his tensely relaxed amble to sit down on the bed. It was 


something | hadn't seen in years, like he was drunk but too fucking wired to chill out. 


"And even if | didn't, all | had to do was follow the tire marks from where you skidded around turns. As for 


your room, money'll get you anything, as you know..." 


| nodded, the motion stiff. 


| wandered to the bed and sank down beside him, maintaining distance just to be safe. "You okay? Did you take 
a Xanax or somethin’? You're all out of it. More so than just being devastatingly stressed" 


He looked my way, holding my gaze with glazed eyes, something in there chillingly haunted, haggard. 
| fought hard not to glance away. 


"Yeah. And I'm about to take another. | can't." He shook his hands as if trying to rid them of water, or 
something sticker, more persistent and unwavering that refused to give. "I can't calm down. Feel like I've got 


bugs in my skin. Kinda wanna flay myself alive to make it stop." 


Before | could think about articulating my whirling thoughts, he stood up, shakily retrieved his bag, and pointed 
to the bathroom. "Can |, you know, get a shower? Is that cool? Try to wash some of this shit offa me?" 


"Yeah, go ahead." | rose to my feet, motioning an agreeable hand, then anxiously rubbed my palms on my 


thighs. "You want something from room service or anything?" 


He shook his head, more willing to hold my gaze than | was his. "No, | can't eat. Just kinda wanna relax if | can 


Maybe try to sleep soon if that's cool. I'm.l'm fuckin’ exhausted" 
"Yeah, no problem. Do what you gotta do, man." 


With a low, grateful, groggy, "Thanks," Duff disappeared behind the closed door. It took about ten minutes 
before | heard water begin to patter, then it was another forty before it shut off and | saw him again. 


Now that | knew he was okay by the loosest of means, I'd ordered a bit of room service. Nothing fancy, since 


nothing was appetizing in my frazzled daze. 


| picked halfheartedly at French fries, grapes, and strawberries, deciding that a little something in my stomach 
was better than nothing. By the time Duff joined me, clad in black sleep pants and a clean black tank, five fries, 


four grapes, and three strawberries were the only things gone from the plates. 


Duff was definitely riding the Xanax train. It was unnerving to see him so.out of it. | couldn't recall the last 
time I'd seen him so sluggish and uneasy on his feet, shoulders hunched, eyes glassy, steps tripping up on the 
light tan carpet, almost stumbling to join me on the unoccupied side of the bed. 


| knew he was fighting a similar internal battle as myself, his situation unquestioningly much more complicated 


than my own. 


| allowed him silence. | allowed him space. | allowed him time, long enough for him to feel comfortable enough to 
eventually reach for a strawberry from the plates perched at the foot of the bed and turn it in his fingers 
as he studied it. He took a small bite, looked as if he'd suddenly be sick, then took another, his tense shoulders 


gradually, oh so gradually easing as a few more pieces of fruit vanished from the dish. 
| wished to speak, but was unsure of what to say. | mean, was it my place to talk? My place to ask? My place 
to interject in this slightly strained, uncomfortable silence? Would it be overstepping my bounds to ask the 


questions that had been drilling over and over in my head for the past nine fuckin’ hours? 


| didn't have to. After six strawberries, a couple grapes, half a bottle of water, and fifteen minutes, Duff did it 
for me, fatigue and benzos slurring his speech, "l'm sorry, Slash. Sorry about allthis." 


He stared emptily at his crossed ankles, legs outstretched before him, repeatedly spinning the plastic bottle 
cap lethargically in his fingers. 


Despite the breech in the quiet, | tensed beneath my looming guilt. 
"No, l.. | am." The words were practically forced through nauseated gags. "I should've known better." 
"No, /should've known better," he returned, quickly and shortly. 


The bottle cap tapped twice on his thigh, each with a tortoise's slowness, along with breath like he possessed 


massive, leaky, pinholed bellows for lungs. 


| let my guard down," he admitted with the weight of a crashing boulder. "l.. | let myself be happy. | let myself 
indulge in shit | told myself not to today, and look where it got me. Where it got us." 


| turned my gaze away from him, face on fire and heart feeling as if it were being clawed from my chest 


cavity. 


"But at least now she knows, | guess." His sigh heaved gravely. "Not, you know, the way | wanted her to learn, 


the way | imagined, but now she knows." 


Tension was thick in the air. For about half a minute nothing was said, nothing was heard but for the muted 


murmuring of a late night news rerun on television 


| swallowed the ball of sickness blocking my throat, drawing enough breath to ask, "What.what happened? 
What'd she say?" 


Duff's puff of a laugh was scornful. "Called me every name in the book. Cussed me up and down and demanded 


answers, so | gave ‘em to her. She didn't like ‘em." 
"0h." My eyes were still averted, staring down at the floor. 


"Yeah, | told her everything. | had no choice but to at that point. Told her, you know, that | care for her, that | 
love Grace, but that.that it wouldn't last. That |.that | still loved you and was just.tryin' to do the best | could 


for my daughter. Then, you know, | got bombarded with questions, like, if that was the reason | shacked up 
with her so fast when Grace was born after shooting her down before | knew she was pregnant, why | would 
lead her on like that, and if that's the reason | can't tell her | love her after over a year. All kinds of great 
things that made me feel like a Grade-A piece of shit" 


| held my silence for several seconds, uncertain of how to reply. "Did.did she kick you out or." 


"No, | left. She was livid, but she at least kept it canned until after everyone was gone. My brothers and 
sisters knew what happened, though, since you never came back and there was very, very obvious tension 


between her and |, so I'll have to deal with my phone blowin’ up for the next few days. 


"But it.. It was a bad, bad fight. Shit got broken, things were thrown, we were just fuckin’ screaming at each 
other after one point. | tried to keep cool, but | just couldn't after a while. | tried to defuse it, you know, but | 


can only take and hear and bear so many insults and insinuations until | give. 
Y y g 


"She didn't kick me out, though. | left. Grace kept crying and crying, wakin' up from all the yelling and shit 
crashing. | got her down for the last time, threw some shit in my bag, and left before it could get even worse. 
She knows she lives in my house; I'll tell her to get fucked before she even thinks she can eject me from my 


own home." 
The water bottle persistently crackled, setting me even more on edge as he took a long drink. 


He anxiously fiddled with the label. "Think it made it worse that it was you, though. A guy. My supposed best 
friend through the years. It was like her whole view of me shifted so radically. Like, the fuck does she expect? 
That just because | was with a guy for ten years l'm supposed to prance around in a goddamn feather boa, 
dressed in hot pants and a neon crop top singin’ ‘It's Raining Men’? That, like, all of a sudden I'm a fucking 
different person, like a goddamn predator? Like I'm gonna change on a dime and be this complete flamboyant 


snap queen instead of just who | am? Who I've always been?" 
Duff sighed again, thick with muddled emotions. 


"| guess | can understand, though. The last year has been a lie, a complete, total, fucking sham from my end, 
but | felt like | had no choice. | did it for Grace. | did it to give her two parents who loved her, even if it wasn't 
right for me. | thought.. | don't know. l, | fuckin’ knew better, you know, but | thought that.. | guess, maybe if | 
gave it a try, that I'd fall in love with her. But it's been a year and you're still all | think about. And its..its not 


fair to Su. She's a good mom. A good person. | can fathom why she suddenly saw me as..as_a.monster." 
The last word choked like he was holding back vomit. 


His breath faltered, trembling, and he scooted down from his reclining position, turning on his side, facing away 


from me. 


He listlessly fished for his bag, flopped to his back and dug through it for several seconds, pulling out his 


wallet. 

"She." he seemed to gulp down another rush of sickness. "She said it explains a lot, though. Why l'm always so 
happy to get a phone call, why | demand privacy for them, why |.why | call for you in my sleep and..and 
why..why.." his laborious inhale shivered, "why after we moved up here, | curled up to her in my sleep, kissed 


her shoulder, and said your name." 


| should've been happy, but | wasn't. | fucking hated that whore, and there | found myself sheltering empathy 
for her. She had to have been just as devastated finding out about me as I'd been about her. 


"But, but most of all, you know.." he unfolded his wallet with the same overwhelming lethargy with which he 
spoke, and tugged something from within the depths of hidden inner pockets. "She..she said it explains this." 


Seconds later | held in my hands a photo unseen, the protective plastic lamination bent and warped as if it had 
been viciously fought over. 


It was of me passed out in my bed, a tiny five-month-old Grace just as knocked out on my chest, my hands 
protectively resting on her back. | knew she was five months because she wore a red dragon onesie I'd bought 
for her, complete with little yellow back spikes made of felt, a tail, and even tiny claws on the feet. 


He leaned over to study it with me, cheek resting on my upper arm. 


"These are two of the most important people in my life." His voice was gruff with growing need for sleep. "The 


only person who would trump them is my mom, and even then it's a close, close race. And Susan knows that 


now. 
"l. | didn't know you had this, Duff. I." My words faded, but my mouth kept trying to form them. 


"My Slash and my baby girl." he said with morose wistfulness, like it was a long lost dream. "What.what my 
life could've been What it.." 


"What it should've been" 
Duff slowly nodded. 
My heart sank. | couldn't help but agree. 


He retrieved the photo, gave it one final, sad look, and tucked it back into his wallet, resuming laying on his side, 


facing away from me. The position of his body told me his arms were crossed protectively over his chest. 
| learned the reason for his separation. With a single, quavering breath his shame and pain was undeniable. 


"I only wanted to do right by her, Slash. Grace, ya know? | wanted to protect her, shield her from the things | 


went through as a kid, and.. And here | am. A year later. And | already broke that promise." 


His inhale shook like a flag flapping in gusting wind, and for the first time his voice broke in a faint, agonized 
whisper, "I'm just like my dad." 


The words were a sucker punch to my gut. Tears immediately stung my eyes. 


| knew just how much that hurt Duff to say that. Hell, to even think that. His childhood had suffered because 


of his dad's actions, and Duff could never bring himself to forgive him. It wasn't even an option 


| scooted closer to him, only a few inches, enough to leave a healthy, worried distance. "That's not true. You 


know that, Duff, right? Your dad's mistakes and shortcomings aren't your own" 
"That's bullshit, Slash." He snapped for the first time, bristling with a hiss. "Bullshit and you know it" 
"Why? Why is it bullshit? You're not your dad, man." 


"Of course | am." His anger had faded as quickly as it flared, dwindling back to drugged out depression. "History 
repeated itself. | made the same mistakes. | was a drunk, | cheated, and now my..my kid'll grow up knowing how 
| broke up her family.her family that was a fuckin! sham from the word ‘go. And |. didn't want her to have 

that scar. That..that fuckin’ ‘| wasn’t good enough, or, ‘Its my fault, ya know? But.but it was inevitable. It was 
always inevitable, and | did it knowingly by my own hand. Because | tried to do the right thing. ‘Cause | tried to 
follow my heart one way when | should've gone the other. And that.that fucking sucks to know. That in trying 


to protect her I'll only hurt her more." 
Stillness fell, a gloomy silence in which | chewed my lip and deliberated how to respond. 


| propped my head on my hand, studying what little | could see of the dragon tattooed on his right arm. "You 
know the difference between your dad and you?" 


Duff shrugged, mute. 


"You have the chance to do something about it" | tried to imbue my voice with hope. "You have the 
opportunity to mend the situation before it really, really starts. She's young. By the time her memory kicks in, 
that'll just be the way it's always been | mean.. No matter what, she's not gonna be unscathed. That's 
just.just kind of a given, you know? But you have the chance to change it before it's earthshaking for her. 
That's the difference." 


Duff didn't reply. He laid there, silent and still. 


For a while | did, too, looking over his form, wishing he'd talk to me, but mostly wishing | knew what to say, 
how to make the situation better. 


But there was no easy fix, no simple solution, and there never would be. There was no way to avoid being the 


villain. 


| drew a sigh, turning to my back and reaching for my cigarettes. | lit one, sat the ashtray on my stomach, 


and stared at the ceiling, numb and overwhelmed with information and remorse. 


| smoked in tense contemplation, scarcely registering hot ashes and embers that seared the tender skin of my 


belly, too occupied with the dark, burning questions and "What-lf's" that refused to give. 
Eventually my cigarette was gone, and | robotically placed the ashtray back on the nightstand. 


| didn't know if Duff was asleep, but after | laid back down and wove my fingers upon my chest | took the 
chance to say, "I. lim sorry for all this. Maybe if l.. Maybe if | hadn't come--" 


His hand raised with his gently terse commana, "Don’t" 


His heavy limbs and head made it more difficult for him to roll my way. From my peripheral vision it looked 


like he had to drag himself; it was like he weighed a ton 


But even through his lugging snail's pace | could feel his panicked urgency radiate. "Don't say it. Don't even think 


it, because it's not true.” 


| locked my gaze to the ceiling, only returning his when a trepidatious hand touched my forearm. | felt the 


defensive disbelief in my expression when we met. 


His dark brows were furrowed with sincerity, his short, damp, dirty blonde hair wild from contact with the 


pillow. 


‘I'm serious." The fingers that lingered on my forearm slid down to tangle with mine. He held my gaze, but it 
was still so hard to hold his. "l. | wasn’t kidding when | said that | was glad you came. Today really was the 
best fuckin’ day I've had since | moved away. And | don't regret it. | don't regret you coming, | don't regret 
dancing, or joking, or just bein’ fuckin’ weird together. | don't regret how unimaginably happy | felt to see you 
interacting with Grace. And | sure as hell don't regret kissing you." 


My eyes fell, only to return seconds later with a nervous squeeze of my hand and a troubled, hesitant 


question. "Do.. Do you regret it?" 


"No." | vehemently shook my head, pissed at myself for making him think that. "No fuckin’ way in hell do | 
regret it. | just.. | just wish it hadn't ended like that. | feel like | ruined Grace's party and outed you before you 
were ready. | just created an entire slew of problems for you. I'm just.feelin’ like a complete and utter fuckin’ 


jackass." 


"At least you're not alone in that." He uttered a rumble of resignation, snuggling closer to me, and | raised my 


arm to allow him nearer, to let him rest his head on my shoulder while | draped my arm over his back, 
indulging in the softness of his skin beneath my roaming fingertips. “But I'm sorry. Its just one of those things, 


| guess. It was gonna happen one way or another, so at least it's done.” 


"Yeah, but." | breathed a long, massive sigh, broken when | smiled sadly at the sound of relaxation he made, 


spawned by my soft pats of his head. "What happens now? What.what's gonna go down?" 


"| donno." Duff sounded on the verge of knocking out. "Guess I'll find out tomorrow when | go home and try to 


hash this shit out. But right now I'm too goddamn tired. Right now | just want My Slash." 

He hunkered down, resting his arm on my torso to sleepily rub my chest. 

| smiled again, a little happier this time, pressing him to me. 

My fingers trailed through his hair and up and down his arm, effortless and smooth. For a while there was 
silence, warmth, closeness, and tranquility, mercifully allowing my whirling cyclone of a brain to at last slow and 
find solace. 

Duff always had that effect on me. Even if everything had gone to hell in a hand basket, something so small as 
a hug could make the world not seem so bad, could keep the negativity at bay, and give me a profound sense 
of peace | seldom found anywhere else. 

Even if the day had gone terribly wrong, at least this little bit had gone right. Even in a shitstorm of chaos 
the stars aligned.or did we align them ourselves? Huh. There's some hippie mumbo jumbo to mull over in my 
spare time. 

| was so tired and stressed my body craved sleep, but my brain ached to stay awake all night just to prolong 
my soft, melancholy euphoria for as long as possible. Things were so in the air now that all | wanted to 
remember were those moments, those handfuls of hours where | wasn't alone, where | was happy, where | 


was where | belonged. 


"Slash?" The hushed, groggy call caught my attention, gently pulling me from my reveries, my day dreams and 


longings experienced from his merest, near presence. 

Duff's head rose just enough to turn and peer at me, his eyes heavy and grey forest green in the dark room. 
| returned his gaze, running an affectionate hand through his hair. "Yeah?" 

"Did you mean what you said earlier?" 

The question struck me as strange. Well, not strange, but curious. 


My brows bowed. "What do you mean?" 


It was a rare, unnerving moment when Duff's face became unreadable. 

"When.when you said you loved me." 

The hand that lay resting, entangled in his fingers on my chest, rose to slowly caress the side of his face. | 
studied him, trying to solve the enigma that comprised his guarded, pensive expression, a well of fear, honesty, 
and ache in my stomach. 

"| never stopped." 

Again, | couldn't decipher his features. He smiled, but it was small and quick, a twitch of the lips that could 
represent any number of emotions. More than anything he seemed to be thinking, his eyes roaming my face as 
much as mine were his. 

My index finger curled beneath his chin, cradling it as my thumb traced the line of his bottom lip. "I also 
meant it when | promised to get my shit together. This has been.fucking eye-opening. | miss you. | miss My 
Duff. And | got a lot of work to do before | can have him back." 


‘| miss My Slash." His glassy eyes grew even heavier, his head beginning to lull. "Promise you won't leave me 


hangin?" 
My hand snaked down and found his once more. | pressed his palm firmly to my chest, right over my heart. 
"| promise," | swore with conviction, solidly holding his gaze. 


This time Duff's smile was unburdened of mystery. Cautious optimism, expectation, and love, all wrapped in a 


sweet, doped-up little package. 


He pushed up on my chest, leaning forward to grace me with two modest kisses powerful enough to warm me 


from head to toe. 
We fumbled and kicked the covers over ourselves and Duff resumed his previous position, close, and snug, and 
solid beside me, fingers tracing mindless patterns on my chest that gradually slowed the longer we lay 


together. 


When they eventually stopped and a deep, somnolent sigh rustled on my skin, | laid a kiss on his head, pressing 
my cheek to it, inhaling the fragrance his scent mingled gently, perfectly, with my shampoo. 


"Goodnight, sweetheart" | stroked his hair, my every exhausted blink growing heavier. "I love you." 


Duff briefly stirred, nestling nearer. His lips brushed against my chest, a sleepy, smiling kiss. 


"I love you, too," his quiet voice drawled. "G'night, baby doll." 


Chapter Fourteen: Seattle Snow 


Author's Notes: 

Woohoo! For those of y'all that don't follow me on Wattpad, | apologize for the late update. Been going through 
a financial crunch for the past couple months and haven't had internet to post, but lo and behold, | hopped a 
ride to town with hubby and here ya gol | apologize for typos, too.. My WordPad doesn't have fucking 
Spellcheck ‘cause | use a site online for my final proofread, and | have limited time to post, so lets get on with 


it! 


December, 1998. 


| had only met up with Duff once since the party, when he was down in LA. for business. It was a brief 
rendesvous, just enough time for a quick lunch and a therapeutic session of chit-chat and laughs before he 
had to jet off to a meeting, not leaving until four smiling pecks were shared beneath the blaring autumn 


Californian sunshine. 


Things weren't strained in the slightest despite the drama and happenings that had occurred. In fact, it was 


just like old times: pet names, "I love yous," "How was your days?" and more, all through a thousand mile wire. 
Buuut that doesn't mean our faux pas didn't come without its own heapin' helpin’ o shitstorm. 


After the party my calls weren't being answered. It was a total fuckin’ blackout of communication, out of 
nowhere | was suddenly ignored. The line just rang and rang until the answering machine picked up and | hung 
up after a perplexed and concerned, "Hey, its Slash. Call me," to try again later, waiting and waiting for Duff to 


return my calls and always winding up disappointed. 
It was the damnedest fucking thing, too. Every now and then | would receive messages that he was trying to 


contact me, but every single time | attempted to reciprocate | got left in the dark. We could never seem to 


catch each other, and it made me think the worst. 
It took me weeks and weeks to get a hold of his ass, and when | finally did | was pretty goddamn frustrated. 
"Hello?" 


"Dude, what the hell's been goin on?! I've been tryin to get a hold of you for a fuckin! month or more! The 


fuck, man? | thought things were cool between us." 


"What?" Duff sounded totally lost, stunned that I'd crawled his ass right off the bat. "You haven't called. Or at 


least." 


"Ohhh." His voice died with comprehension, then returned, irked and hissy, "Fuckin! Susan. She must not've been 


telli me you called" 
"What? It was my turn to be confused.and also a little panicked. "You're still together?" 


A lengthy, stressed breath of preparation and a lighter struck over the line. "| wouldn't exactly say that. Its 


more of a roommate situation now, ya know?" 
"No, | don't know, seeing as | haven't talked to you in over a fuckin’ month," | snipped. "What's goin’ on?" 


"Okay, well, like, don't be pissed off at me, man. It's not my fuckin’ fault; | didn't know," Duff clapped back, 
seething with defense. "I figured you were busy with the tour and would get back to me when you could. Shit" 


| drug a hand through my hair, catching numerous curls in my fingers to tug them hard in strain. 

| closed my eyes and shook my head, sighing out a roil of tension while forcefully pinching the bridge of my 
nose. "Fuck, I'm sorry. I've just.. I've just been worried, you know? | thought. thought maybe you changed your 
mind or something.” 

"Hell no, | didn't change my mind. Why would |?" He said like, "No way, dipshit," but in a much kinder manner. 
"The only thing I've changed my mind on is this fuckin’ thick, periwinkle scarf | bought a while back that | soon 
came to realize makes me look like a rich, douchebag, daddy's boy. Looks like | belong to some snooty yacht 
club when | put it on" 

| breathed a chuckle of relief. 

"Yeah. The dirty pirate garb was always much more you than the rich man's finery." | grinned the rest of my 
lingering anxiety away, the tightness that had taken residence in my chest for the past month mercifully 
easing. "I'm glad to know things are still cool, though." 

"Course they're cool. If you're cool, l'm cool. You cool?" 

"Yeah, l'm cool. You cool?" 

"Ah, yeah, l'm cool." 

"Cool." 


Damn, it felt good to laugh with Duff. All those weeks without a damn clue as to why the hell he wouldn't 


return my calls had eaten at me like fucking plague. 


"So, anywho," he picked up right where he left off, "the roommates thing.. | don't know. Basically we're just..doin’ 
it for Grace at this point. Until further notice, you know. 


"But after | got back home, um.. It was..it was rough. | had to answer a lot more fuckin’ questions, some of the 
same ones over and over again. For instance | had to repeatedly, like, sit down and explain to her that while | 


was in a gay relationship for years, |, myself, am not gay." 


“But you were with a guy!" Duff shrilly sqwauked, much like a paranoid parrot. "That makes you gay! No 


wonder you never loved me; you're gay!" 


"No, that makes me b-sex-u-al, okay?" He enunciated every syllable, drawing them out like he was explaining 
simple math to a moron. "I was in a gay relationship, but I'm still attracted to women. That part of my 
personality doesn't just magically fucking disappear just because l'm in love with a man. And just because l'm 
attracted to both genders does not mean l'm essentially unfaithful. I'm just not fuckin’ in love you, Su. A 


broadened sexual attraction has nothing to do with being able to maintain a monogamous relationship.” 


Its not that hard to comprehend, is it?" | threw my feet on the coffee table, crossing my ankles and balancing 


a late afternoon cup of coffee on my knee. 


Perla was visiting her folks, so | had the entire house to myself and wasn't confined to the studio to make my 


calls. Man, it was nice, too. | felt like | had free reign of my own house again. 


"Apparently for her it is. And she's more fuckin’ stuck on that than what happened between us for some 
unknown, unfathomable, cockamamie reason," Duff violently, verbally eyerolled. "The fuckin’ mythical male 
bisexual unicorn doesn't exist to her. It doesn't make sense that l'm more into women and just happened to find 
and fall in love with a guy who's my other fuckin’ half. Obviously, I'm clearly straight-out gay and none of my 


previous relationships or preferences matter." 


‘Oh, shit, what the fuck?" Burning offense simmered my guts..and coffee my fingers from snapping upright. 
"What'd you say to that?" 


"I told her she wasn't moaning about what a faggot | was when she was sittin’ on my face a couple days 
before. Should've seen the look she gave me after that. Was like | walked over there and smacked her with a 


dead fish." 


| felt a pang of jealousy, even with my darkly amused snicker. But hopefully that wouldn't be a problem much 


longer. 


"Damn, man, I'm sorry you're dealin’ with that shit" And | was, too. I'd been lucky in the sense that I'd never 
had to sit down and explain my sexuality to anyone, but | could imagine how obnoxious it must be to be fucking 
reamed about it. "So how the hell did this shit wind up like roommates from all that?" 


"Well." Duff drew an additional deep breath, a tense, slowly released one that was reserved to sort out his 
thoughts. | could imagine him scratching the side of his head, running his long fingers through his short hair. 
"We talked about it, | offered to get her a place up here if she wanted so she and Grace could be close, but 


she just decided to stay. She said that even if she's sick at the sight of me she's not ready to deal with Grace 
mostly on her own, which | understand. | love the kid, but after twelve hours following her, fixing everything 


she digs through and fucks up, and dealing with her tantrums, | get it. 


"Basically.. Basically she was with me for the same reason | was with her..we wanted Grace to have that 
typical fucking nuclear family bullshit. The difference is she learned to love me, but | just don't see her that 
way. | care for her, ya know. She's the mother of my child; l'm not gonna throw her out or refuse to provide 
for her while she's here. It's not like | hate her; l'm just not in love with her. 


| mean, obviously she's pissed about you, too. She didn't know our history and | thoroughly immersed myself 
in the role of a doting father and tried to be a good boyfriend, even if | knew it would go nowhere. She kinda 
sees you as a homewrecker, ya know? And for a while afterwards she made a lot of snide little comments and 
didn't stop until | blew the fuck up on her. But | didn't know she's been ignoring your calls and failing to tell me. 
Probably the only way she can lash out at you and cause shit between us, you and me, in the process. l'm 


sorry about that. I'll take care of it" 
| rolled my eyes so hard they could've tumbled across the carpet. Fuckin’ bitch 


"But, you know, after the..shock and horror and interrogations faded away, things got back to normal for the 
most part. We kinda fell into a groove with it. We're learning to be friends for the sake of our child." 


He hesitated significantly, sounding uncertain, "Does, does that make sense? It's complicated. A lot's been said, 
and I've been scatterbrained as hell lately. Does it make sense?" 


| let his words sink in, mulling them over in a small silence before | answered, "Yeah, | think so. She sees me as 
a villain, and it's probably easier for her to fixate on our relationship and work through her..issues concerning 
her feelings for you without having to handle Grace by herself amongst heartache and harsh lessons. That 


about the jist of it?" 


"Yeah. Yeah, pretty much." He sounded relieved, but there was still a hint of frustration and nerves in his sigh. 
"Honestly, I'm still trying to understand it. What a clusterfuck." 


"Well, if it works, power to you guys." | shrugged the dust of irritation from my shoulders. "Like you said, it's 
complicated. Gonna take some time to flush it out. The important thing is that Grace is taken care of" 


Which means | have to accept the fact that the once abstract, mysteriously foreboding "She" will become a 


permanent fixture in our lives. 

Goddamn it, | just wanted Susan to vanish into thin air, but that was a sentiment | would hold to myself, never 
to be verbally divulged. Her disappearance would be easier than having to juggle all this bullshit, to find a happy 
median and play nice for..essentially the rest of my life. 


Grace needed her mom, | understood that. And | also realized that without her | wouldn't have a niece that 


bought light into both me and Duffs lives, and that's the only, the one and only fucking reason | tolerated her. 


| did, however, take solace that she wouldn't be an issue much longer, even if | had to nut-up to the task of 


getting along with her for Duff and Grace's sake. Ugh 

"Grace won't get left behind--trust me. But as far as Su and | go, I've got my space and she's got hers," Duff 
continued, snapping me from my sour ruminations. "She and | are both pretty much free to do whatever we 
want until we're..you and me..are ready to move on We've managed to come to an understanding concerning 
the situation And Grace is none the wiser, so it's alright for now." 

So, no pressure, you know? 


| chewed my lip, all twisting, negative emotions gone, replaced with a desolate plane of apprehension 


| wasn't doing bad for being a month into cleaning myself up, and it wasn't lost that all of this momentous 


change was hinged on my improvement. 


| heard rustling in the background, akin to shuffling papers, then a gentle "Oh!" of enlightenment brightly peeped. 
"Hey! Think | just found a solution to our little phone problem." 


"Really?" 

"Yeah. So, | got this--" 

| was certainly interested, but | had suddenly noticed alarmingly suspicious movement in my peripherial vision 
"Oh, shit!" | abruptly shifted my focus, flying to the edge of my seat. "Fuck! Hang on!" 

| tossed the phone like it scalded me, barely hearing Duffs bewildered, "Umm..cookay?" 

Max was asleep on his back near the entertainment center, totally unaware of the eighteen-foot, telephone 
pole-thick albino burmese python four feet away, tongue tasting, pits tracking, its fiery red eyes focused as 


its head and neck gradually curled into the S-shape of an impending attack 


"Hey! Hey! No way, dude!" | instantly sprung into action, taking two giant, frantic leaps to grab the snake 
towards his tail. "No fuckin’ way you're eatin’ my cat!" 


Before | could drag his big, hundred and forty pound ass back three steps he swelled with breath, released a 
hiss as loud and ferocious as air being violently forced from a tire, then swerved my way and struck like a 


tightly coiled spring. 


"Whoa! Hey, hey, you're cooll" My chide was grunted through bared teeth as | dodged an immediate second 
lunge, hopping back with another hard yank towards the nearby snake room in the hallway. | didn't dare slow 


down and give him the chance to get his head halfway up his body so he could nail me. | was not dealin’ with a 
snake bite that day. "Cooome on, big guy. If I'd've known you were already hungry again | wouldn't've fuckin’ let 


you out." 


Another defensive hiss that echoed, amplified on the hall walls, the confined space making it sound like | was 


trapped in a steam engine. 


A third lightning fast strike lashed as | reached for the door knob, but | managed to pull away at the very last 
second, and the snake's teeth clinked against the burrished brass. He pulled his head back and vigorously shook 
it, his yawning jaws parted in constant threat. 


"Christ, man, calm down." | lugged him inside, ignoring his open mouth and pissy hisses as he spat and tried to 
position himself for another attack. My eyes remained on his head the entire time, and | made sure to drag 
him to the far wall and place his angry maw a safe distance away so | could dart out without being tagged, 


relying on the dense fake foliage to gift him a sense of comfort. 


| managed to make my get away with a nice rush of adrenaline, then turned back to the room, observing him 


in his stark white and brilliant yellow defensive coil, still poised to strike. 
| couldn't help but smile. 
God, they really are such gorgeous creatures. 


| tucked myself behind the door in case | needed it for a makeshift shield, and made an offer, “I've got a few 


spare rabbits in the freezer, so I'll throw ‘em in here for ya later on How's that sound?" 


The snake deflated, looking rather tiny after such vehement, puffed up agitation. Hell, he was probably happy to 
be back in his environment and have some separation from the giant dickhead that had so rudely shut down 


dinner time. 
"Good deal, buddy," | grinned. "Be back in a few hours, then" 


On my brief jog to the garage | murmured a quick, "Hang on, I'll be right back. Gotta take care of this asshole 
real fast," into the phone. 


"Uhhh, alright," Duff softly chuckled. "No problem’ 


| jumped through my ass to get those rabbits in hot water and get back to the phone. | didnt know how much 
time he had to talk since it was during his busy daytime hours, so | didn't wanna wait too long and him have to 


leave mid-conversation. 


| did, however, make quick pit stop and grabbed someone else to hang out with since the burm was being a 


shit, then resumed my seat on the couch, wedging the phone between my ear and shoulder to say, "Hey, sorry 


‘bout that. Max was almost dinner.” 


"Yeah, | heard," Duff tensely replied. "Poor fucker. Who was it this time? Could hear the fuckin’ hissin’ clear 


until you got ‘em back into the room." 


| glanced at the cat, who was still curled on his back with his belly exposed, blissfully unaware that I'd just 


saved his ungrateful ass once again. 


"The big ‘bino burm," | rolled my eyes, watching as Max stretched his front legs in his sleep, claws curling in 


the air. "Who else?" 


"Aw, shit! The Burminator strikes again!" He laughed vibrantly, then put on his best Schwarzenegger impression, 


"IIl be back, Max!" 


From Duff's affectionately weird nickname, you could probably gather around when the Burminator was gifted 
to me. He was just a tiny little three foot baby when Duff got him for me, now he was a magnificent monster 


of a snake. 

"Well, you know how he is when he's hungry," | shrugged, letting my new hang out buddy glide through my 
palms. "Should've paid more attention He's sweet as a puppy when he's fed, but apparently he's going through 
another bottomless pit phase." 


"Well, if he eats the Maxi-Pad, I'm gonna be really sad," he verbally pouted. "And I'm not entirely sure where 
the ass is on a snake, you know, but when | find it, lim kickin’ it” 


"You are not" | warned with a flux of my brows. "You hurt my snake, I'll hurt you." 
‘Only if you promise to hurt me the way | like it," Duff's offer beamed. "Then it's cool." 


"Asshole," | snickered, rearranging the phone to alleviate a crick in my neck. "Best behave. I've got a little lady 


here whose delicate non-ears you may offend. Best watch what you say." 
"0h?" His voice piqued. "Who?" 


"Got my new baby yellow 'conda" | held her up to my face so her tongue flicked across my nose, smiling 


adoringly. "She's such a sweetie.” 
Duff scoffed in disbelief, "You got another one?!" 


| can't help it!" | crowed with happiness, practically wilting into the sofa "They're so damn cute with their big, 
buggy eyes and adorable faces. They're so cool. They have such power and such a neat scale pattern. Such a 


unique, prehistoric snake." 


"Damn, Slash. | love dogs, too, but you don't see me bringin’ home every stray | come across." 


"I do not bring home every snake | come across." | glowered with challenge down at the receiver wedged 
beneath my cheek "And | don't give you shit about petting literally every dog you come across, so don't bitch 
at me for my scaly babies." 


"Hey! Every dog is a potential friend," he declared in true Duff fashion, snarky and unwavering. | heard a chair 
squeak, so | assumed he sat up straight in defense. "Except for chihuahuas ‘cause those little fuckers are 
minions of Satan and a heinous insult to their wolf ancestors. And you did, too, bring home strays. Lots of ‘em. 
Every time we were home you found some little injured orphan to nurse. Fuckin’ birds, cats, dogs, rabbits, 


tortoises, fox kits, a goddamn mountain lion cub." 


"You leave Curtis outta this." My brows lowered, though | was grinning at the memory of Duff's exasparation 
and grudging acceptance of my animal rehab through the years. "Curtis was the shit." 


"Curtis was the shit.until he ate and clawed my favorite chair to splinters.” 

"He was a baby, Duff. That's what babies do." 

"Yes, but that baby needed to be clawin' trees and chewin' on animal bones, not my damn furniture." He paused 
to chuckle. "But | can't fault you for it. I've always admired your passion for all creatures. Creepy, crawly, 


unconventional, and cuddly." 


"Yeah, | know," | smirked to the snake, helping her wrap herself securely around my forearm. "Why do you 


think | love you?" 

"Up yours, smartass!" He cackled hearty with appreciation. "Fuck you!" 

"Yeah, | love you, too," | smiled, snatching up my smokes and ashtray, wishing the distance wasn't so great 
when his goofy laugh softened to a sweet giggle. "So, whatcha been up to besides all that shit with Susan? 


Anything cool or unusual since our goodbyes at the airport?" 


"No, not really. Same shit, different day," his tone unenthusiastically shrugged. "Just been wondering how you 


are. How you've been doin." 
| internally cringed, feeling dread sink in with the cold, razor sharp claws it always fancies. 


| knew exactly what he was asking for, and though | knew it would come up, | was still grossly unsure about 


my progress. 


How much was enough? How far did | have to cut back to prove myself? Would | have to surpass where |'d 
been back in ‘94, or did | have to be completely, totally, utterly sober with the exception of nicotine and 


caffeine this time around? 


| had no fucking clue, and frankly, | was terrified | wouldn't be able to meet Duff's expectations. 
| lit a cigarette and nervouly rubbed my palms on my denim-clad thighs. 


‘lm, I'm doin’ better," | tensely admitted, glancing uneasily to the half empty fifth beside my bare feet on the 
coffee table. "I'm down to a fifth a day, but | donno if that's good or bad in normal terms. Perla's pissed and 
confused ‘cause | stopped doing coke and Ecstasy with her, so that's been a source of tension between us. 
Makes it hard because it's like she knows how to hit a nerve and just sit there and agitate it and agitate it. 
She's always got somethin’ to say. She's like a war dog--she doesn't relent. Pretty much all | have now is pot, 
beer on occasion, and my little fifth I've weaned myself to accompanied with the soundtrack of Perla's pissin’ 


and moanin’.” 
"A fifth a day?!" | couldn't decipher if Duff's astonished volume was positive or negative. "For real?" 


"Y-yeah.." | anxiously spun the ashtray on my knee. "And | want to get it down more, too. | wanna make sure 


l'm.. l'm good enough, | guess..." 


"Holy shit, it took you longer than a month to cut back that much after | got out of the hospital," his tone 
beamed with unmistakable pride. "That's amazing, baby!" 


"You think so?" A smile gradually bloomed on my lips. For the first time in a long time | felt a glowing sense of 


accomplishment. "I'm really, really trying. | wanna get all my ducks in a row before | make the move." 


"Fuck the ducks," he oozed with enthusiasm. "Let ‘em fly south for the winter and move up north with me. 


Seriously! But that's fuckin’ killer, man. l'm really proud of you." 


"Thanks, baby. It means a lot" | felt a little shy at his praise, heat in my cheeks and fingers fiddling with the lid 
on the cigarette pack. "And don't make that offer, ‘cause | just might take you up on it. | don't remember the 
last time | felt so at home." 


"Well, you know." Duff began, dutifully reining in his infectious excitement for a somber exchange, "you're 
pretty adamant about being prepared, which | totally respect. And admire. But | do hope you know the door's 
open any time. Just keep on doing what you're doirt. Get to where you need to be. You know the way home 
whenever you're ready." 


It was like being draped in a warm blanket, hot and fresh right out of the dryer. 


| took a handful of seconds for silence, to smile to with gentle joy myself and imagine what would soon be the 


future. 


"You're so sweet, Duff," | said softly, my adoration clear. "You're too good for me, you know that?" 


"Hey, man, you can't say shit like that." He blew a potentially tender moment out of the water with humerous 
alarm, but in his amusement lay tangible seriousness. "You can't jinx it and fuck us up before we're even back 
together. That's a break up line." 


‘Oh, my god." The heel of my hand met my forehead as | scoffed, "I didn’t mean it that way, damn it! | meant 


it as a good thing. Like how I'm an asshole and you're taking a chance on me." 


"Oh, like I'm not an asshole," he pointed out, taking a jab at himself. "Went and stuck my dick where it didn't 
belong, and look at this fuckin’ mess. Goddamn it, | see an ending in sight and l'm gonna fight for it. And we're 
still undecided on jinxes over a decade later, so I'm not willin’ to risk it. Nothing that can be interpreted as a 


jinx must be uttered, or possibly even thought of, lest all hell comes to pass." 


| grimaced with immense concern the moment his words registered. | even moved the phone from my face to 


frown at it. 

This was one of those moments where if you didn't know Duff you'd just think he was being silly or 
exaggerating, but he wasn't. Humor was Duffs way of coping with his anxiety, and that last little bit told me a 
lot just from its heavily tight, passionate inflection. It was an intrusive thought, usually kept tight beneath lock 
and key, confessed. 


| chewed the corner of my lip, then benevolently asked, "Been anxious lately, have you, sweetheart?" 


"Like a motherfucker" he laboriously sighed, tension palpable. "We'll just say | was as glad to hear from you as 


you were me. | was worried that maybe you changed your mind, too." 
"Never," | declared with placid assurance. "| meant what | said. And it's gonna fuckin’ happen 


Duff made a sound, like a smile through a clenched jaw, a happy breath struggling to release worry that clung 
like oil to a bird's wings. 


"I look forward to it," he spoke softly, genuinely despite his troubles. "The house won't seem so empty anymore. 
Well, not empty, just..incomplete." 


"Yeah," | grinned to myself, seeing a way to poke his gloom away, "and you know what that means, right?" 
"Hmm?" 

"That | gotta figure out how to ship a twenty five pound red tail to Seattle." My eyebrows raised in a coax 
invisible, my grin audible, "And that I'm gonna have to put on the snake gloves that | seldom ever use for the 
snakes to crate a five-pound, pissed off, tiny tom cat who turns into the goddamn Tazmanian Devil as soon as 


he hears the metal door clink open" 


As I'd hoped, that drew a true, bellowing guffaw from Duff, one than rang aloud like a bell, assuredly dissolving 


his hovering anxieties. 


Hell, even | gotta admit the idea of me armored, cussing, and bitchin’ while tryin to shove a flailing, furry, 
hissing, spitting, yowling tornado into a pet carrier without getting clawed to ribbons was pretty damn funny. 


"Oh, man, he never forgave us for gettin’ him neutered," Duff lightly chortled when his hearty cackles gave 


way. "Ever since then, the crate's the only time he's, not, like, the ultimate stoner cat." 

"Dude, can you fuckin’ blame him?" | sympathetically grabbed my crotch, wincing very uncomfortably. "Fuckin' 
get shoved in a box, taken to a place that smells like bleach, trauma, blood, death, and stress, then wake up 
with your fuckin’ nuts gone and stitches in their place? I'd be pretty pissed, too.” 

"Sounds like a good plot for a horror movie, ya know," Duff mused so lightly it made me uneasy. Oh, Christ, | 
knew exactly how far and how bad this could go. "Get fuckin, like, abducted and forcibly sterilized with no 
anesthesia? Could you imagine the special effects they could do? That'd be sure to get a few dudes passin’ out 
in the theater." 

| physically shuddered at the grotesque images conjured in my head. Dude, | won't even try to describe ‘em. 


"Duff, d-dude." My hand met my face as | starnmerea, desperately fighting away flashes of nightmare. "Just.. 
Just no, dude. New subject" 


"Aww, couldn't handle it?" He teased, his new giggling rapidly growing stronger, the fucknugget. "They could 
make it, like, really surgical and precise. Bet you'd like that. Scalpels, suction, anatomically correct testicles being 
dissected." 


"Oh, my god," | growled nervously into my hand. Don’t fuckin’ start, for the love of god. "Shut uuuuup" 


"Alright," he relented, sounding haughty. "You win this time. But only because the shit | was thinking has my 


balls hurtin’ for another reason other than bein’ blue. Like, that was some fucked up shit. Even for me." 


"Well, me and my balls thank you." | made a stern face, rubbing myself soothingly. "And | don't wanna know, so 
you keep them sick, horrific ass thoughts to your goddamn self" 


"No, no argument here, man," quivered his intense verbal shudder. "I don't even wanna share. Blech.." 


"So, onto more, uhh, pleasant matters," | speedily deterred, Duff's chuckle letting me know he, too, was relieved 


for the subject change. "You said you had a solution to our phone problem." 
"Oh! Oh, yeah! So.. | finally caved and got a cellphone a couple weeks ago. You should, too." 


"A cellphone?" | sneered to a virgin cigarette pinched in my fingers. "Man, | got enough people callin’ me at 


home; why do | want ‘em to annoy me on the go?" 


| perfectly visuallized Duff's savage eye roll 


"Because we could get a direct hold of each other no matter where we are. Duh!" 


"0h." My eyes twitched wide as | blankly stared in Max's direction, filled with dull epiphany. "Oh! Oh, no shit, 


that's a great idea, man!" 


"Yeah, right? Feel like a fuckin’ idiot. Should've thought of it sooner and left my number on your machine or 
with Adam or something. Has he been tellin’ ya I've been tryin to get a hold of you?" 


Adam Day, by the way. My tech, you know? 
"Yeah, he's delivered the messages, but | could never fuckin catch you." 


"Ah, good. Well, at least we know he's a reliable middleman, we won't have to worry about it anymore, though. 
But dude," | took a long drag, feeling the need to prepare for a ramble, "this shit is cool, honestly, the phore. 
Like, yeah, they're not enormous anymore; nice an small, fits in your pocket. Little digital display you can put 
all your contacts in. Has a couple games, like, fuckin’ Tetris and Snake, and | even got this little light up antenna 
that flashes different colors when | get a call. Grace loves it. She's, like, fuckin’ obsessed with it waitin’ to go 


off. 


‘lm tellin’ ya, Slash, this shit's the future. Like, it was weird to think of it back in the day, like, ‘Look at mel 
Fuckin’ corporate comb-over with my big, fancy, schmancy phone!’ but everyone's got one now. Like when we 


got our fax machine and thought we were total badasses." 
"Oh, my god, the fax machine," | chuckle-groaned into my palm. "I still remember the first fax we sent.” 


"Eat..a dick..Baz.." Duff staggered, exactly as he had many, many years before as he was scribbling the words 
onto a pristine sheet of paper. "Love..Slash..and..Ffud. Here, baby, draw a big, veiny dick on this." 


"Aw, Gross!" | replayed my extremely exaggerated, theatrical imitation of Baz's voice through his handwriting. 
“Is that your mating call?! | vehemently and respectfully decline your offer of a threesome. NO FUCKING 
THANK YOU, DUDES!" 


"Holy shit, we had so much fun with that fax machine," Duff laughed merrily at the memories, and | grinned 
and snickered along with him. "Just fuckin’ constantly harassing everyone. Then we got a copy machine and sent 
off Xeroxes of our asses and balls to everybody. Well, except for that time | karate chopped my dick with the 


lid. Then the fun was over." 


"Oh, fuck!" | burst aloud with twisted delight, jerking upright and startling the placid snake around my forearm. 
| forgot all about that! You bruised your dick and we couldn't fuck for a week!" 


"Ugh," he sounded thoroughly abhorred. And rightfully so. "Don't remind me. | didn't even know it was possible 
to bruise your dick until that moment. Every fuckin’ hard on was pain. S'cool, though, ‘cause you did the same 


thing a few months later." 


"Yeah, but at least we got somethin’ out of it," a successful smirk tugged my lips. "Nora still delivered on the 


goods, so | won that one." 


"Yeaaah..not really," he countered, sounding lofty. "Cause then she called to ask for a little show, and | was like, 
‘Oooh, Noral Do | have a neat little yarn to spin about why Slash suddenly isn't in the mood." 


"Yeah." | winced at his accuracy..and the throb of rememberance in my flesh. "Yeah, that's true." 


"We all lost that day, Slash," he continued in the same elevated, playful tone. "Because ya got excited, swung 


your arm too far and caught the lid, then guillotined your cock on our copy machine." 


| placed my hand on my heart, holding my head high. "And l'm not afraid to say | cried, either. I'm not fuckin’ 


ashamed at all." 
"Dude, fuck, no. I'm not, either!" His guffaw boomed in fervent agreement. "| cried like a bitch, man! ‘My fuckin’ 


fucked up shit, and that it fuckin’ hurt like a motherfucker. Anyone would've cried!" 

"Dude, for real. But at least we both learned our lesson, man" 

"Yeah. Became hyper aware of that fuckin’ lid. The slightest shift in the air caused us to grab it” 
"But hey, that meant no more bruised dicks!" 


Memories of cocks that looked like gloomy Paint-By-Numbers posters were reminisced with giggles of, "God, 


we were dumbasses," but it gave me time to muse and be struck with a sudden, dirty idea. 


"Hey, you know.." | rolled my cigarette between my fingers. | wondered if that was luck or trepidation | felt 
heating my stomach. "Do you think if we sent Nora a new fax that we'd get something back?" 


"You know..| donno," Duffs tone shrugged. "That'd be weird ‘cause she'd get, like, two different faxes. And we 


never did anything like that from up here; she won't know the number.” 


"Well, like," | snuffed my smoke and wove my fingers, devious and scheming, "you could send me one, | could 
put it next to mine, and fax you back anything | get. She and | still play with the fax sometimes when Perla's 


not around, so | know she's good for it" 


"Uh-huh." | smirked at the restrained lasciviousness in his voice. "Is that so? Like | don't know what you're 


doing, you sneaky shit.." 


‘lm not tryin to do anything," | smiled innocently, utterly guilty. "Just thought itd be fun" 


"Uh-huh," he flatly repeated, amused and knowing. "Them old pictures and movies ain't doin’ it for ya anymore? 


Wantin' some fresh material, are ya?" 


"Hey, you said it, not me," | angelically beamed, simultaneously cloaked in dark, mischievous clouds. "But you're 


thinkin’ about it. | know you are." 


So..what if | am?" His purr was like a honeyed lure to a lion's den, and | wanted to jump head first into that 
motherfucker. "What do | get in return?" 


"The same thing," | promised, confidence growing. "Plus anything Nora sends me." 


"A fair proposition," Duff declared, stately and businesslike, but no less underscored with a weighty amount of 
flirt. "How long ‘til you make good on your end?" 


"I can be hard and in front of the copy machine in one minute." 
| swear | heard Duff's brows hit the roof. 
"Oh, wow," he snickered, seeming flattered. "You mean business." 


‘Only if it's cool with you." | suddenly put on the brakes, throwing my hand forward as if actually bracing for 


impact. "Your call, like | said. If so, that's killer. If not, no worries, no hard feelin's, none of that." 
"Hmm." The word hummed lusciously, a verbal tease that left me on bubbling edge until he answered, smirking 
and sly, "Exchange in less than three minutes. Then I'll give you my number, you go get your phone, and you 


call me. Agreed?" 


"Fuckin! A, agreed!" | jumped to the edge of my seat, teeming with a flood of excitement so powerful | almost 


smacked my nose into the coffee table. "You wanna, you know, stay on the line with me?" 
| received an immediate, slightly uncomfortable groan. 


"Uhhh..." 


Fuck. | careened backwards into the sofa, palm striking my forehead, cursing myself and wishing | could kick my 


own ass. Joo much too soon 
"Shit, l'm sorry, man, | didnt--" 


"No, it's not that | don't want to, ‘cause | do," Duff interrupted my abrupt apology with speedy concern. "| 


just." 

He sighed self-consciously, and | think | heard fingers drumming upon wood in the background with an 
accompanying, resigned puff of sheepishness, "Don't laugh, but I.. I'm feelin’.shy. Don't know why. Just kinda do. 
Which is silly ‘cause | want it." 


"Oh" | cast my eyes around the room before they settled on my lap, smiling softly, faintly laughing in relief. 
"Oh, hell, baby, | can respect that" 


"Well, if anybody could, it'd be you, ya know," his words grinned with more than agreement, an old, familiar 


huskiness in his voice. "But, uh, |; uh.kinda got a little problem, too." 
"Oh?" 
| smelled a hell of an opportunity to work through this sudden bashfulness. 


On the winds of anticipation the likes of which | hadn't felt in ages, | bustled off to safely deposit the snake 
back into her tank. 


l'm sure my hair billowed behind me in the hallway while | asked, "A /tHe problem or a big problem?" 
"A big one" 


He rumbled out a low, throaty moan, and | imagined him grabbing his dick through his jeans, slowly rubbing the 
ache away, maybe even a little rough by the sound of it. 


"Oh." | dropped that poor bitch in her tank like I'd marooned her and hastily slammed the sliding door shut, 
hopeful lechery in my grin, "A big one, huh?" 


| spun around to exit, then made the split-second decision to plant my ass right back on the couch since Max 
had darted upstairs, most likely to snooze in the afternoon sun on his favorite bedroom windowsill. 


| threw myself down onto the comfortable cushions, beaming painfully like a moron, stricken with chuckles of 
playful, sexual excitement that made me feel twenty one again.bashful for sure, but too goddamn interested 
and eager to worry about it. 

Desperate. Desperate is the word youre lookin' for, man 

Shut the fuck up, internal monologue. 

| reclined on my back and hunkered down, nestling the phone into my shoulder so both hands were unburdened. 


| didn't go for the gold right immediately, though. | hovered my fingertips over my belly, gliding feather-light 
up and down from my navel to the button of my jeans, which | merely toyed with, waiting patiently to see 


where this could go, giddy as a kid with his first nudie mag. 


"A big one, yeah," Duff finally said in the same slithering, lustily adorous Tone, sending a shiver down my spine. 
Jesus Christ, | was already like a rock. "Cause while I'm feelin’ shy, I've been thinkin’ about you like fuckin’ 

crazy since you left. How nice it was sleeping next to you. How soft your skin was, and how | didn't want your 
scent to ever leave my clothes. How tender and sweet your lips were, and how | wanted to spend the entirety 


of the morning doing nothing but tasting them as many times as | could." 


A gently heaving, excited sigh rustled, smiling with all devilish charm, "And now I've got myself in a rice, little 


conundrum..." 

"Well, your conundrum seems to be helping your bashfulness. But if you like.." my hand traveled down to pop 
the button on my jeans, my grinning teeth sinking into my lower lip as my palm slid over my dick, so much 
hotter than my stomach where | rested it, lazily stroking the underside with my fingertips, "I can help talk ya 
through it. ‘Cause I've been thinkin’ a lot about you, too.” 


My ear was caressed with a chuckle, dying in timerity and growing in confidence and anticipation. 


"I'd like that" 


Something was wrong. 
| knew it as | paced the dark, confining dressing room, hours before the show. 


Somethings wrong, my mind repeated over and over, incessant, compulsive, unstoppable. What the fucks going 


on? Something's wrong 
It persisted for so long that it had become an unshakable fact. 


I'd awaken that morning nauseated, but not the kind of queasiness that accompanies a hangover. Eating 
breakfast didn't bother me, though | scarcely touched my rapidly cooling eggs and sausages. My head didn't 
hurt. Sounds made me neither sick nor cringe in pain, but | could only sit and stare at my full plate, Perla's 


concern drowning in the ambiance, my thoughts a thousand miles away. 


This was dread nausea, it dawned, my throat dry as desert sands. The sickness of fear. The sickness of 
unknown. Cold and gripping, twisting your innards, urging you to puke your guts up but never allowing your 


body the courtesy. The only kind that's either quenched or fuelled with knowledge. 


The last time | felt like this was a couple months ago, the day Duff realized he'd have to put Chloe down and 


called me in absolute devastation. 


The time before that was when he was hospitalized. 
The time before that, my grandmother died. 

The time before that.. 

Well.. You get the idea. 

But something was wrong. | knew it. 


"Talk to me, baby," Perla urged again from the couch, her palms upraised in plea She'd been at it for so long 
frustration had crept into her voice. "Something's been bugging the shit out of you all day. What's going on?" 


"/ don't know," | groaned emphatically for the hundredth, thousandth, millionth time that day. "I don't fucking 


know; l'm just on edge. | can't fuckin’ explain it, so stop askin’ me." 
| lit another cigarette, my Converse beginning to wear an oblong track within the tiny dressing room. Just 
enough footage for a couch, a table, my warm-up rig, and some wiggle room for a couple hangers-on, but at 


least it came with an en suite for after-show showers. 


Nonetheless | paced and paced, puffing and puffing, thinking, thinking, thinking. The thoughts in my brain were 


like a minuscule shard of glass in my foot: jabbing, persistant, and unwilling to be removed. 

"Well, l'm just tryin’ to help, but | can't if you don't fuckin’ tell me anything," Perla leered with a tight cross of 
her arms, bitch face in place, a scowl beneath a massive, graceful swoop of burgundy hair that shadowed half 
of her face. 

Oh, Jesus Christ. | struggled not to roll my eyes. / dont wanna fuckin’ argue, goddamn it. 


"Perla, I'm not tryin’ to be an asshole, l'm just." 


My shuffling feet came to an arupt, startled halt upon hearing my cellphone ring, a perky monophonic ditty too 


merry to be such a harbinger of bleakness. 


| frantically fished in my pocket, pulling it out and seeing the little screen and buttons glow green, the DUFF in 
blocky, pixelated letters sending a gloomy chill into my bones. 


| swallowed hard, staring tensely at the display. 
| think my hand shook as | pressed the button to answer, inhaling in preparation to nervously ask, "H-hello?" 


Nothing. 


It was silent, still as the grave for exactly three seconds. | even counted them, staring at my own shielded, 
terrified eyes in the mirror, Ohe..two..three.. then heard a breath. A breath that shook and quivered, then was 
followed by a single sobbed, heartbroken word. 


"Mom." 


| was struck deaf, my gaze glued to its own horrified self in the mirror, then to the phone clutched in my 
shuddering hand. | was stunned to stillness as if I'd stood beside a firing cannon, leaving naught but buzz in my 


ears, the world narrowing to a pin point of only Duff and myself, us two, in existence. 
The gnawing nausea grew as frigid as an unfathomable, icy pit. 
‘Oh, my god," | spoke, hardly a whisper. My fingers covered my lips, gasping in disbelief. "Oh, my god." 


Lightning struck. In a flurry | made a beeline for my jacket, flinging it over my shoulder and leaping the room in 
a single bound to retrieve my wallet from the bag tossed against the far wall. "I'll be right there. Oh, my god, 
I'll be right there. I'll be right there, | promise." 


"N-ro, Slash, wait" The soft, controlled weeping subsided as fast as it had begun, Duffs deep breath signifying 
an attempt at resolve. "You've got the show tonight, and, and it's, it's okay. l'm.. I'll be okay, you know?" 


"What?" | sounded offended | was taken so aback, the wallet freezing in mid-air, halfway to my back pocket. 
"Dude, no, | need to be there for you right now, and that--" 


"Play the show," he insisted, so weary my insides withered and | drained of the urge to contest. "Please, 
sweetheart, just play the show. Make it through tonight, but then please, please, come home. I'm so sorry to 


call right before you're supposed to go on, but | couldn't wait anymore. l.. | need you." 
His voice cracked so hard tears stung my eyes. 


| turned my back to Perla, gouging my fingers in my eyesockets to remove the wetness, only succeeding in 
releasing a single tear. | felt it trickle down my cheek and | swiped at it with my thumb, shaking my head and 
desperately trying to rein in my churning emotions. 


Fuck, fuck, fuck, this cant fuckin’ be real, right? | just talked to her a couple weeks ago and she was fine! Just.. | 


cant.. How..? 


‘I'm gonna leave as soon as | can, then call you the moment | touch down, alright?" | scrambled to make a plan, 
straining to wrap my mind around his words and everything they encompassed. "I'l let you know my ETA 
tonight, okay? Just..you need me, call me, you hear?" 


Duff cleared his throat, his answer gruff, "I will." 


"What happened?" | interjected before he could eek out so much as another syllable. "What.what happened?" 


"They." He choked up again, swallowing a well of tears. "They said she just..fell asleep, | guess. We.. We were 
supposed to go over there for lunch, me and Grace and couple of us kids, and.and on the way we.we got the 


call." 


Duff's tone had dwindled to a hoarse murmur, but with another throaty rumble he resumed his forced calm, 


"| mean, if you're gonna go, that's the way to go, | guess, but.. B-but..” 


All of a sudden his voice violently trembled, his walls wobbling, threatening to give way to a deluge, "F-first my 
Chloe, now my mom? This.." his long, shivering inhale whipped like a flag in unyielding wind, "this is bullshit, 
Slash. This is such fucking bullshit" 


"I know.." | ached to my core to call him baby, sweetheart, Love, anything besides the fucking pause | had to 


maintain to ensure my guise with Perla. "I know. And I'm sorry. I'm so, so, sorry.” 


"This is bullshit," he repeated, shaking with quiet sobs. "l-Im sorry, | don't mean to break down, it's just... | can't 
fucking believe this. This is fucking bullshit.” 


"I know." | was helpless to fight the frown that evolved to a hushed whimper, my lip trembling, tears prickling 
my eyes, rolling silently down my face. "I know, man. Are you..you gonna be okay? At least for a few hours 


until | can call you again?" 


"Y-yeah." Duff sniffled hard, coughed a couple times, and sucked down what sounded like a considerable amount 
of snot. "Ill make do. | mean, the baby's asleep, Chloe..Chloe's gone, and l.. | don't wanna be alone with my 


thoughts, but I'll make it work" 


| tugged my smokes from my shirt pocket, pulled out my last one, my upside down lucky, and caught myself 
before | lit the filter. 


"Well, you know," | flipped it around, spat out a damp shred of tobacco and struck the lighter, puffing out 
plumes of smoke, attempting to steady my trembling hands, my emotions taking the back burner for Duff's, 
"you could always just put on some tea or somethin’. Wrap yourself up in a big, heavy blanket burrito on the 
couch and try to watch TV or something. Something funny and lighthearted Or get a bath and read, you know? 
Just.something. Anything to distract you." 


"| know what | want," his voice scraped, rough as tumbling boulders, "but | can't and won't have it." 
Shit Air hissed through my teeth as | mouthed the word. 


| turned my gaze to the fifth on the table before me, illuminated by the string of blaring lights around the 


mirror as if it were a miraculous cure-all for any and all ailments. 


| glared at it, fighting the very same urge half a continent away. 
Me, too. 


"Well, maybe just pop a Xanax or something instead" | purged trails of tears from my cheek with the back of 
my hand. "It's still, um.fresh, you know? There's no harm in that." 


"You know those are a last resort," Duff sniffled "You know | won't take ‘em if | don't have to.” 

"Yeah, but | also know you're gonna sit there and stew and stew, and think and think all fuckin’ night,” | gently 
reasoned. "If you don't find a way to calm down and distract yourself, you'll be a nervous wreck all night. Take 
one, wait and see how you feel, then maybe take another half or something. Then try to get some rest. You 


need it, ba--dude. You sound like shit. Don't forget to take care of yourself amidst all this, too." 


| chanced a glance at Perla in the mirror, but she didn't seem to have noticed my slip up. God, | didn't need to 


deal with that fight on top of this, too. | wasn’t ready for it yet. 

"L." Duff hestitated, quiet for several seconds. "I guess. | donno. I'll figure something out.” 

The door opened, one of the crew guys popping his head in and raising two hands, fingers splayed. 

"Ten minutes," he mouthed. 

My head inclined a single time. 

‘It Il be okay." | was uneasy on my feet, nodding, tugging hard at the curls on the back of my head, wondering 
if | was addressing him or myself. "I'll be on my way soon. But, uh.. | got ten minutes ‘til we're supposed to be 
on, so | need to head out soon. I'm sorry, man" 

"No, it's okay," Duff sniffled again, a bit harder this time, tugging at my heartstrings because | knew he wanted 
to keep me on the line as much as | wanted to stay. "The show must go on, ya know? But.. But gimme a call 


later, alright? You promise?" 


"| promise." | nodded, giving my damp face another once over with the back of my arm. "And hey?" | tapped 
the nail of my index finger three distinct times on the base of the phone. "You get that?" 


"Yeah." For the first time a smile bloomed. Small and fragile, yes, but a smile, nonetheless. "I love you, too. Don't 


keep ‘em waitin’ too long. And don't worry about me--l'll be alright." 
| won't. Just try to relax and I'll talk to you soon 


"Alright. Bye, sweetheart" 


"Bye, man" 


| hit the off button in a daze. | stared at the phone in my palm for so long the bright green screen faded to 
bleary grey, and | felt the numbness of grieving disbelief begin to sink in 


Shit. | needed to be there now, but it would take hours. Hours, hours, and hours. 


My heart thudded in my throat. Blood roared in my ears. My stomach burned like I'd been forced to swallow 
bleach instead of my sadness, my shock, that someone who had adopted me from the moment she met me, 
accepted me as pure family was now gone, but most importantly, that the person | loved was hurting, and 


there was no fast, easy way to get to him, to ease his pain, or help the situation 


But there's no fixing death. There's no words one can say to genuinely soothe the mourner. No amount of "I'm 
sorry for your losses," or, "He/She was dearly beloved," or all your other funerary stand-by phrases of 


generic comfort can put a dent in someone's pain. 
The only thing that helped was being there. Being a sheltering harbor in a merciless, cruel, sea of sorrow. 


Death had become a fact of life for us. Hell, 'we fucking died! But our lives were so full of death and impending 
demise we learned quickly how to rationalize, how to deal, even through anger, agony, fear, and confusion Not 


that it eased the grieving process for people we held dear. 


Death is neither fair or compassionate. It cares not who's young, who's old. Children fall sick and murderers 


live to be ancient. Good people are taken in painful, drawn-out deaths while the malicious thrive and continue to 


terrorize the Earth. 


"Life's not fuckin’ fair and this world don't owe you a damn thing," my mom had drilled into me from a young 


age. "And the sooner you accept it, the better off you'll be." 


It wasn't fair that Alice had been ailing for so many years. It wasn't fair that she had suffered so much. She 
was too good of a person for that, but even then | could see the relief in death. You lose so many things with 
long-term illness: mobility, motor and biological functions, even your goddamn mind, memories, and identity. 
People who were once strong and proud get put in positions of ultimiate humility, faced with mortality in a 


rapidly deteriorating body, and it isn't pretty. 


But at least its over, | told myself, a worthless platitude that did nothing but make my eyes well in sadness. 
Goddamn if, but why now, Mom? Why now? 


My questions to the dead and Death himself would go unanswered as | shrank at Perla's touch, concerned and 


gentle, on my shoulder. 


"What happened?" She asked as | reluctantly turned to face her, her dark eyes swimming with worry, a sharp 


contrast to the irritation they had harbored minutes before. "You know you can talk to your Perlita. What 
happened?" 


Perlita 


| tried not to look guilty or show that her chosen endearment for herself got under my skin. It was too close 


to My Little Duff, which had again taken precedence in my life, towering untouchably high above Perlita. 


Even in the wave of discomfort a dim, unending funeral bell clanged, heard and felt by no one else in the room 
but me. 


M-my mother-in-law just died. 


"Duff's.." | sighed, dragging a clawing hand through my hair. "Duffs mom passed away. He's real..real shook up 
about it" 


"Oh." Her brows lowered, her lips pursing in thought. Her arms encircled me, and her head came to rest on my 


shoulder. 

| instantly embraced her back, but had become a simple motion, a purely social reaction expected of me. She 
smelled nice, some kind of floral Dolce € Gabbanna scent drifting from her hair and throat. Her tits were soft 
and her arms secure, but this wasn't the embrace | wanted. This wasn't the embrace | needed. 

That was in Seattle, and | was stranded in fuckin' Nashville for a torturously indeterminate amount of time. 
"Were you close?" Perla quietly asked, jarring me from my thoughts. 

"Y-yeah." | nodded, breaking her hold to step back, snatch a fresh pack of smokes, and tear into it. "Alice was.. 
She was just like my own mother. | even called her M--" | choked on the word, wrapping my trembling lips 
around the cigarette filter to hush my sob, "Mom." 


Again she touched me. Again | pulled away. 


This time she stood back, crossing her arms, giving me space with a surprising amount of understanding on 


her features. 


"Do we.." her arms flopped in the air, slapping against her bare thighs beneath her denim mini skirt. "Do we 
leave in the morning, tonight, or--" 


"fm leaving" | said too strong, too suspiciously vehement. "Not being a dick, l.. This.. This is just.. Personal." 


| wrung my hands, guilty, anxious, and raw. | met her eyes, looking past the flare of inquisition in them. "l'm 


sorry. I've just.known her for years. | can't believe it, | just." 


Again the door opened, the crew guy holding up five fingers. 


"lIl meet you in the next city." | quickly leaned forward, bumping her cheek with mine, passing it off as a kiss. 
"As soon as Adam takes my guitar, l'm going." 


| strode past her, leaving her in the dark, dingy dressing room of the theatre, my wallet and phone in my 
pockets and my heart in Seattle. 


The people of Nashville got a passable show that night. | didn't move much and preferred to shy behind my 
hair than interact with the crowd, but they saw a side of me seldom shown, heard through my music; my 
solo that night was been one of the most unique and heartfelt that have ever graced my fretboard. 


There was no shredding, no hard, driving scales filled with blistering attitude. It was intricate and melodious, 
mellifluous, mournful, and flowing, bits and pieces of Duff's Song strung together with strands of tunes that 
were never for use, tunes that were made for fun in the living room of Duffs childhood home on late nights 
when the family gathered around the hearth, the snippets of Alice's favorite songs seeping into a five minute 


showcase. 


| was on autopilot, turned off and entranced in my emotions. | saw no faces through the intense tint of my 
sunglasses, just the bright white lights skimming over the blur of the crowd, burning me, making me sweat 
and drawing strength | couldn't spare. 


| kept my word. The instant the guitar was exchanged | told my tech, "I'm going to Seattle. I'll be back in time 


for Indianapolis," retrieved my jacket and smokes, and took a taxi to the airport. 


The place was deserted, at least. At [15 in the morning and in a major city, no less, but | was thankful for it. If 
| had to fight throngs of people | was liable to have a goddamn mental break down as frantic as | was, 
chattering away on the phone to a bleary Duff who'd found relief without the use of any substance..otherwise 


known as exhaustion. 


‘tm about to board," | informed him, speed walking past a trickle of people who lumbered like sleepwalking 
zombies. "| got here just in time to catch a red-eye. Its set to leave at two and touch down shortly after 
seven, then | can, like, get a taxi or a rental from there. Get a hotel or somethin." 


"| can come pick you up." His voice was gruff and monotone, droning. "You said you're only bringin’ yourself, so 


we can, like, go get some appropriate clothes besides the sweaty ones on your back" 


“That's cool, too," | nodded, stalling right outside the gate while a stewardess smiled and waited patiently to see 
my ticket. "Have some breakfast or somethin’ then go do that." 


"Y-yeah," he yawned, powerful and sustained, "that sounds good. Call me when you land and I'll come get you. 


Try to rest on the plane if you can, ya know? Gonna be a long few days if you wanna tag along for the..morbid 


lose ends that need attention." 
"You know I'll be anywhere you need me," | assured with a small smile. "| got you, baby." 


| saw the stewardess grin from my peripheral, but the little breath of happiness over the line solidly held my 
attention. 


"| love you," Duff said, the brief cheer lingering for just a moment longer. "And thanks, baby doll. I'll see ya in a 


few hours, yeah?" 


"Yeah," | nodded, taking the couple steps to hand off my ticket. "I'll be there before you know it. Get some sleep 


and I'll try, too. | love you, sweetheart.” 


"Love you, too." He stifled another yawn, sounding ever so close to passing out. "I'm gonna go before | fall 


asleep on the line with ya" 


"Alright, Love." | smiled again, sadly this time, as the stewardess listened beneath the guise of throughly 


checking my ticket. "Sweet dreams." 
"No promises," he lethargically chuckled. "But I'll try. Night-night:" 


"Well, try the best you can," | released my own soft snicker. "G'night, baby. I'll see ya soon 


"Alrighty. Bye." 


| hung up the phone, then went ahead and turned it off so | didn't get the whole "No phones on in an airplane" 


tirade I'd been subjected to by several airlines. 


"She's lucky, whoever she is," the stewardess said while | jammed my phone back into the damp, sweat-soaked 


pocket of my jeans. "You're really sweet to her." 


| took back the ticket with a somewhat forced pleasant expression, like | was thankful for the comment instead 
of correcting her in my mind After a while you get used to the whole she/her thing, though. It was just 
easier to reply likewise than to take the chance to drop the same sex bomb and deal with the potential ensuing 


bullshit. 


"Yeah, things aren't.. Things aren't great right now" My face tensed, cool gloom circling, vulture-like. "My 
mother-in-law passed today and she's.takin' it pretty hard. | am, too, for that matter. One of the rare 
instances of actually fitting in with and getting along with your in-laws." 


"Oh." It was like I'd thumped her on the forehead. She winced in reprimand, eyes round and hand on her chest. 


"'m..l'm sorry.” 


| nodded gloomily, unsure of what to say, then shrugged. "Just wanna get back home so | can be there, you 


know?" 
"Well, we'll get you there as quickly as possible," the lady, Jan, smiled, some of her perk returning. 
What a generic name, | remember thinking upon reading her plastic nametag. Jan.. "Marcia, Marcia, Marcial" 


| giggled noiselessly to my delirious self, an internal smirk not making itself known. | wasn't used to being this 
tired so early in the night, but goddamn it, the stress and distance were quickly taking their toll. | just wanted 
to get there, see Duff for myself, and make sure he was alright. 


| thanked Jan, then made the trek inside the plane and flopped limply down into my seat, informing a new 
stewardess that after take off I'd be needing two of those baby bottles of Jack Daniels and a single Guinness. 


| thirsted for more, but it was all | allowed myself. And after that | snuggled up beneath the shitty, scratchy 
airline blanket and listened, zoning in and out to the droning of the in-flight movie. Eventually | drifted into a 
dreamless black out sleep that left me reeling between being energized and dragging ass when | was awoken by 


a shake of my shoulder and a quiet, "Sir, wake up. We're set to land in fifteen minutes." 


| inevitably shuffled my way through Sea-Tac, joining the other listless zombies and those contrasting, 
godawful people who possess too much goddamn pep for such an ungodly hour. The sun wasn't even up yet and 


some of these assholes were smiling and laughing. 

Bastards. | narrowed my eyes at many of them. Fuck all you bastards. 

| got recognized, of course, but it was only a handful of people. | was so distracted from lack of coffee and 
restful sleep that | completely forgot to call Duff, and by the time the sun was up, people left me alone, and | 


remembered, | couldn't get him on the line. 


It went straight to voicemail four times while | paced outside the terminal in the drizzly Seattle winter. Fuckin’ 
thirty three degrees, the morning news show I'd glanced at inside had said | wasn't dressed for this bullshit in 
my thin fucking jeans, t-shirt, and leather jacket. 


"Shit," | hissed from behind a column I'd chosen for protection from the unyielding, blaring orange sun, the 
freezing, blowing wind, and people | didn't want to deal with. "Come on.. Come on, Duff." 


Nothing. 
Fuck. 
| shivered like a loose leaf in a storm, so hard my teeth chattered and my hand shook as | punched in the 


house number, then raised the phone to my ear, unleashing another hiss when my icy fingers met the side of 


my face. 


"Come on." | implored, a desperate plea, closing my eyes and turning my face briefly to the reluctant warmth 


of the chilly sun. "Come on, baby, answer..." 
"Hello?" 


| thought | was frozen from the environment, but | learned just how much more | could freeze when Susan 


answered the phone. 
| shook it off, acting quickly. 


"Hey, its S-Slash, don't-- D-don't hang up, please," | spat out, my entire body shaking so hard even my voice 
was affected. "I'm at the airport. Duff was s-supposed to come pick me up, but | can't get him to answer. Is 
he okay? Did s-somethin' happen or what? Do, do | need to get a rental or..?" 


"He's still asleep," she answered with gentleness. | could hear Grace murmuring softly in the background. "He's 


passed out on the couch. Give me a second.." 
"No, don't, d-don't wake him up," | urged. "Just." 
"The cellphone's dead," Susan whispered, probably standing next to him. "Um. 


The line grew silent for an eternity of seconds that | shivered and cursed the humid, bone-chilling cold to 
Hades and back, then she returned, "Just.just come over. He had a rough night and he needed to get some 
rest, so | just let him sleep this morning. | have to leave in the next hour, so I'll leave a key for you beneath 


the mat to get in" 


"Thank you" My gratitude was so fervent it was as if my life had just been pardoned. | couldn't fucking believe 
| was actually grateful for this bitch. "Th-thanks so much. I'll be over there soon." 


“Alright. Bye." 
No need for long goodbyes, | gladly thought. Good 


So then it was back inside to rent a car, then back outside in the miserable fucking early morning Seattle 
atmosphere, so wet that moisture hung in the air and | inhaled more water than I've ever drank in my life, to 
trudge my way through wet pavement and freezing puddles that soaked through my sneakers and into my 
goddamn socks to finally find my car two motherfucking football fields away buried amongst a myriad of 
identical white Honda Civics only distinguishable by a fucking number on the parking space and a tiny sticker on 


the inner door panel. 


The forty five minute drive from Sea-Tac to Laurelhurst only took me about twenty minutes, I'll give that to 
that little Civic, all in all making my communute about forty minutes from hanging up the phone until | parked 


at the road in front of the house, finally defrosted enough to not be jerking the damn steering wheel all over 


the place from my unstoppable shivering because the heater took for-goddamn-ever to warm up. 


There was no need for a key under the mat; | still had mine. | didn't even bother to grab hers out from 
beneath the rug if it was even there, and tip toed inside to indeed see Duff knocked out on the couch, kind of 
cockeyed at an angle so his feet hung off the edge, curled slightly on his side and snug as a bug in a thick 
blanket. 


The front door always squeaked a bit when you closed it, so | made sure to keep my entrance as silent as 


possible, making my way to the kitchen where | heard movement. 


| had expected to see Susan. What | hadn't expected was the toddler that shot across the room in a flash of 
heavy, brightly colored winter clothes, attached herself to my leg like a barnacle, and demanded | pick her up 
with a very emphatic squeal | instantly silenced by just giving her what the hell she wanted.plus | was happy 


to see her, too; | won't lie. 


"Hey, look at youl" | quietly exclaimed, hoisting Grace in the air before settling her on my hip. "Daddy was right 
when he said you're runnin’ all over the place now! Didn't take you long, did it? Man, you're gettin’ so big 


already, and it's only been a few months!" 


"Hey." It was only then that | turned my attention to Susan, who glared at me suspiciously from over her 


coffee mug. "Thanks for, you know, lettin’ me come over this early." 

Her expression clearly read, "Like | had any choice," but she just said with a new face of irked bewilderment, 
pointing to the door, "The key.. | didn't." Then she stopped, epiphany dawning upon her. "Oh.. You still have a key. 
Of course." 

"Yeah." | nodded, shrugging and twisting my mouth awkwardly. "And a lead foot, too." 

That drew a little smirk from her, which was more than | had expected. 

"Well, me and Grace are about to leave, so just help yourself to whatever." She gestured vaguely around the 
room, lackadaisically resigned. "Nothing's really changed since we moved. Might get a shower, too. | could smell 
you the second you walked through the door." 

"Yeah, that's definitely on the list," | frowned, turning my head from Grace and giving my left pit a curious 
sniff. Damn, | smelled so ripe a fuckin’ maggot would be offended. "I just jumped on the plane and got here as 


soon as | could. But how.. How is he?" 


Susan sighed, her features dropping, lining and temporarily aging with concern. She drained her mug then placed 


it in the sink, turning to face me and crossing her arms. 


"As well as he can, | guess," her shoulders sagged, even with her shrug. "He did better once he talked to you, 


but he was still up all night. Grace started fussing around four, and when | was done with her | checked on him 
and he was still awake, just blankly watching TV. When Grace got up at 6:30 he was asleep, but he's been real 
fitful. He keeps sayin’ shit | can't make out, and twitching real violently, like he's having nightmares or 


something.” 


| gave the back of the couch a worried glance over my shoulder, Grace happily oblivious, content to study the 


silver cobra pendant around my neck. 


"Well, you know." | chewed my bottom lip, again feeling like | was going against my very grain, "thanks for 


taking care of him." 

"Of course." | had expected her reply to be curt and clipped, but it was tender. "I care about him, too. Just 
because..you know," she waved a hand at me, "doesn't mean | don't worry about him. He's the father of my 
child; a good one, too. Even though we're not together | still want to be his friend." 

My eyes dropped from hers like I'd been chastised, falling to the floor as | nodded, absorbing her words. 


Maybe this bimbo's deeper than | give her credit for. 


Before | could reply she stepped my way with subdued clicks of her knee-high boot heels, and gently took 
Grace from my hold. "Come on, baby girl. We're gonna be late. Say goodbye to Uncle Slash." 


Grace waved her tiny hand, and with a twitch of a smile so minuscule | couldn't make it out (was that 
begrudging amusement or blatant scorn?), Susan grabbed her keys from the counter and began making her 


way to the door. 


She was almost there when on a whim, a crazy, far-flung, unexpected urge from left field, | quietly called out, 


"Hey." 

She stopped, turning on her heel to face me, face warily curious. She guarded her eyes well. 

“Just... For, you know, what its worth.if anything coming from me." | took a deep breath, wringing my hands 
before | buried them in my pockets, seldom believing the words that were about to leave my lips, "I'm sorry. l. 
| really am." 


| looked her right in the eye as | said it. Jesus fuckin’ H. Christ, | meant, it, too. The fuck was happening to me? 


For a long, strangely tense, strangely relaxed moment we held each other's gaze, then she looked me up and 


down, like she was putting me through some kind of mental X-Ray to determine my honesty. 
"Are you still with Perla?" She finally asked, that snippiness that | was expecting at last rearing its head. 


| nodded stiffly. 


"Do her a favor and break it off. Quick and clean as soon as you can. Save her the fucking pain” 
She was out the door in a flash. 
The quiet click of the latch made me jump as if she'd slammed it. 


| stared at the mahogany stain and the soft morning light streaming through the glass in the stillness, in the 


near silence of the low volume on the television, a weird ringing in my ears. 


| wasn't sure if | should feel rebuked, indifferent, or offended that she was tryin to tell me how to handle my 


business. 


Either way it didn't matter. I'd said my peace and whether she took it to heart was up to her. I'd shattered 
her nice little life; | owed her an apology at the very least, and she got it. Done deal. 


There were more important matters to tend to. 


| crept back into the living room, noiseless as a stalking cat, keeping a safe distance from Duff so | could study 
him without disturbing him. 


Sure enough, he looked like shit. Even asleep | could see the stress on him. The tension in his face, the 
stiffness in his shoulders beneath the blanket, pulled tight around him as if he were a turtle desperately 
seeking refuge in its shell. His breathing was smooth and steady for the most part, but every now and then he 


would grimace and let out a mumble or a whimper, always followed by unintelligible muttering. 


| wanted to awaken him then, but | decided against it. Instead, | ran a careful hand through his hair, severely 
faded dirty blonde and shaggier than it had been when we'd met up in LA. | kissed his forehead soft enough 
that he wouldn't be roused, whispered that | would be right back, then made my way upstairs to the master, 
which | knew was still Duff's territory. 


His scent permeated the room. There was no presence of putrid pastel colors or a million pillows on the bed-- 
just two, the dark, navy blue sheets disheveled and left just as they'd been when he last crawled out of bed. A 
small stack of books and a few balled up, dirty t-shirts littered the top of the dresser, upon one of the 
rightstands a small, framed photo, a more recent one of us from late ‘14 taken from a high point on Tiger 
Mountain, just outside of Seattle, both of us with laden backpacks and geared up for hiking, grinning with the 
sprawl of nature, green and lush, and vastness of Lake Washington looming behind us. 


| smiled, wanting to be curious, to linger and be nosy in a place that ws soley Duff's, but to be honest | was 
too damn tired. Too damn stressed. 


| got a speedy shower thorough enough to scrub my reeking body clean, pilfered some deoderant, then dug 


around the dresser to pull out a spare pair of shorts to throw on. 


Before long | was beside Duff again, this time kneeling on the floor, brushing his short hair with my fingertips. 


"Hey." | kept my voice low. The last thing | wanted was to startle him. "Hey, baby, wake up. Come lay down with 


me. 


He stirred slightly, nuzzling his face futher into the tan throw pillow squashed beneath it. His eyelids fluttered 
as he drew in a deep breath, then opened his eyes, astonishment, then groggy panic morphing his features. 


"Slash?" He squinted and blinked several times. His voice was gravelley and raspy, like he'd been up all night 
chain smoking, which he had judging by the two empty packs and the large, overflowing glass ashtray on the 
coffee table. "Slash, what? You're here? Shit, did I--" 


| pulled myself backwards as he shot upright in sleep-addled slow motion, placed his feet on the floor, and 
seized the phone from the table slightly behind me. 


‘Oh... Oh, no, my alarm.. Fuck, the phone's dead," he mumbled, rubbing at an eye with the heel of his hand while 
| tried not to chuckle at the most fantastic display of flat-sided bedhead I'd ever seen. "Fuck, | was supposed to 


pick you up, l'm.. I'm sorry, man. Shit" 


"No, it's okay." | inched closer, patting his thigh through the thick blanket. "I called the house and Susan told me 


to come over. She and Grace took off about ten or fifteen minutes ago." 


"She actually talked to you?" A drooping, sleepy eye narrowed in disbelief. “That's a fuckin’ miracle. Is it gonna 


snow, too?" 
"Damn near cold enough to," | grinned despite my rabid dislike of the wet, freezing weather. "It was thirty 
three when | landed. And she wasn't bad. | dare say that we were two human beings who despise each other 


that managed a half-decent conversation without killing each other, so there's that" 


Duff rubbed at his gaunt face, then scratched his head with a massive yawn. "Goddamn. It really is gonna 


snow, huh?" 


"Ya never know," | chuckled. | rose to my feet, holding out my hands in invitation. "Come on. Lets get some 


rest.” 


Duff had zero objections to that. Even for shambling sleepwalkers we scaled the stairs no problem, heavy 
footsteps thumping all the way, and climbed into bed. 


The last thing | remember was his warm chest pressed to my back and his arm around me. l'm positive we 


were both out by the time our heads hit the pillows; | know | sure was. 


Four hours passed. Four hours of blissful, restful sleep like | hadn't had in months, and when my eyes opened, 


it was to see the vulgar crimson blare of IZH staring me in the face with a complete army of dampened, 


bloodthirsty sunshine at its back 
| rubbed my eyes, grumbled, "Oh, man," and did a double take. 
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Shit 
"Duff" | limply patted his arm where it lay across my stomach, my call more a croak. "Duff, baby, wake up." 
His hold was still locked, and he didn't so much as twitch. Not even his breathing changed. 


"Duff" | wriggled with lazy reluctance beneath his arm, managing to clumsily squirm around so | faced him. 


"Hey," | rubbed the center of his chest in small circles, keeping my tone soft, "hey, wake up.” 

He rumbled with a deep moan of sleep, slowly stretched his entire body in a single, large arc that spawned joint 
cracks that sounded so satisfying | was envious, then curled back on his side, his eyes yet to be opened but 
his features rousing. 


"Do | have to?" He smiled, then sighed, a peaceful, content sound. "Cause this is so nice." 


His arm snaked its way beneath mine, his palm meeting my back and pulling me to him so we were snug, 


chest-to-chest in a secure cuddle hug. 

Our legs entwined, and a very familiar sensation | hadn't felt in a very long time lay pressed against my thigh. 
| didn't react ‘cause, you know, being polite and the whole reason why | was up there and all that, but my dick 
sure did. It's not like we could hide it, either, me in my borrowed thin shorts and Duff in his light sleep pants. 
Neither were very forgiving. 


"Ignore him," Duff said on que, groggy, goofy grin and pink cheeks included. "Sorry." 


"Yeah." | chuckled awkwardly and chanced a nervous glance down to reassure myself that | most certainly was 


stabbing him in the abs and not just imagining it. "I was gonna say the same." 
He assumed an eerie, ethereal whisper, "It's like they knooow" 


"They're kinda like divining rods, man," | added with a knowledgable shrug. "You know the fuckers have a mind of 


their own." 


Duff's laugh was drowsy, but pure. He squeezed me tight, softly kissing my forehead before finally opening his 


eyes right into my own, gliding his hand up my side to caress my cheek. 
"Damn, | missed you," he breathed, fervent and sweet. "I'm so glad you're here." 


"Me, too." | smiled, but even amongst the happiness there was a distinct sadness, a persistent cloud that hung 


above. 
| could feel it in myself and | could see it in Duff's eyes, bleary and grey-green as they were. 


| didn't want to ruin our moment, or potentially our entire moring..uh, afternoon, but | had to ask, apprehensive 


and concered, "Are..are you okay, baby? How're you doing?" 


The lines on Duff's face etched themselves deeper. His eyes fell to my cobra pendant, and a flash of his mask 
flared. 


| was afraid I'd overstepped my bounds too soon. My face went red with abashment. "Shit, Duff, l'm sorry. l'm 


just worried." 
His eyes raised, heavy and ancient in thought. There was no mask 


"No, no, it's okay. And l'm.. l'm okay, | guess." His arm slid from my back to my ribs to allow him to shrug. His 
face twisted. "Well, not really. Right now l'm just.numb. Kind of doing what | have to do, being there for 
everyone else, helping with the plans where | can, and all that. | mean, | know it won't last, but for now I'm 


just.. Survival mode, you know?" 
| slowly nodded, biting my lip. An icy boulder spawned in my belly. 


| reached for the hand that rested on my side, took it, and softly kissed the back of it. | cradled it in my 


hands, allowing my thumbs to slide over his fingers and knuckles. 


"Well, I'm here to help where | can," | promised with another kiss. "Even if you just want me in the room 


somewhere or you want me to go get food or coffee or somethin’. I'm yours for the next three days." 


He smiled, sleepy and adorable, raising my hand to his face so | thought he would kiss it, but he tugged me 
closer, tenderly taking my lips. 


A mutual sigh of relief escaped our throats. Tension in his body eased so he melted slightly into me, a 
controlled urge that nestled us closer, his hand in my tangled snarl of curls, mine cupping his cheek, my eyes 


closed, breathing, tasting, living our each and every long, savoring kiss. 


With a simple trap of my bottom lip, a soft, eager draw upon the flesh that made me hush a puffed gasp of 
yearning, the air shifted. 


| felt the change in Duff's touch. His fingers, once still, began to caress my scalp, to comb through my curls. 
And | found my hand, once on his face, gliding down his chest and sliding around to his lower back, pulling him 


nearer. 


The tip of his tounge hesitantly probed my lips, and they parted, yielding to a gentle, modest kiss. No vulgarity, 
no fighing, wrestling Tongues dueling for dominance. Just a more intimate affirmation, a push of a new physical 


boundary, a yearning getting more and more difficult to put aside. 


The welcome invading tongue vanished, replaced with confident affections that indulged me in ways that spun 
my brain and set my skin alight. The feeling of his bare flesh on mine, the heat, the smooth softness above 
the hard muscles just beneath. The nimble fingers dancing in my curls and the strong arms encircling me as 
mine enclosed around him, only for us to pause, to slow our kisses that died in beaming smiles, grins too 
bashful for the likes of us, for our foreheads to rest and for our gently jubilant laughs to mingle in our 


shared air. 

It was paradise. Paradise amidst encroaching hell was right there in that room, at that very moment. 

Duff was luminous with happiness, for generous seconds the dull, ashen wasteland leaving his eyes for a 
sparkling, spring meadow green, all his tiny crows feet, smile lines, and well-earned experience absolutely 
captivating on his exhausted face with his award-winning bedhead. 

"Lie to me," his hands on my face, his nose brushing mine, he whispered. An implorement, a supplication from a 
tormented soul, one fighting, clawing tooth and nail for peace when its entire world was in utter tumult. "Lie to 
me and say we can just stay here. That everything's good and well, and I'm safe from all the shit so long as 


you're here." 


| pulled him closer, so close our very atoms might fuse. My joy at his presence wasn't lessoned, but it was 


overcome with a shadow of pain, a cold, imposing darkness that | had no true power to fight. 

| licked my lips, the uncomfortable talons of dread and reality piercing my very being. 

| tightened my embrace even more. 

"l. | wish | could, baby." Tears stung before | could get the words out, | fought for an even tone. "I'd love 
nothing more than that, but.. But | know we can't. And no matter how much you want to, you know you 
couldn't, either." 

Duff nodded, but it was more the motion of the knotted, bowed neck of a beaten dog. 


He had hit the wall. Stony, irreversible truth. 


He swallowed, and it sounded dry as sand. 


"|. | know," Duffs whispered voice wobbled, bubbling with emotion he struggled to contain. "I just." 
And with that, the dam burst. 


Duff withered, his shoulders caving with the dying breath of his sentence. His eyes glistened and shut with a 
suffocated inhale and an unsteady shake of his head, then he suddenly lurched forward and gripped me, hiding 
his face in my chest and digging his fingers into my back as if he were clinging for life. 


The strength of his grief caused me no physical pain.well, at least not the part that doesn't already come 
along with a broken heart. 


| held him in a tender iron grip as he collapsed, racked with heartrending, agonized howls. | gingerly stroked his 
hair as his innumerable tears fell, hot with sorrow on my skin, to cool with finality as they rolled down and 


soaked into the cotton sheet. 


| murmured soft, unsure assurances to all the sobbed, panicked, lost questions | couldn't answer: "Why? How 
could this happen, Slash, | don't.| don't understand! | just talked to her and.. And what do | do? How do I..how do 
| process this, what.. Where do | go? W-who do | go to now, Slash, l.. How do | make it? How do |..h-how do | go 
on without her? And Grace.. She--she's gonna miss out on everything. She won't get to watch her grow, won't 
see all her milestones and.. No more holidays, no more lunches and dinners, no more..anything. This is bullshit. 


Its such bullshit, Slash.." 


| tried to comfort him the best | could, but mostly | cried, my tears so plentiful they poured down the cheek 
pressed to his head and dampened his hair. | silently asked the same questions, not for myself, but for Duff, 
wishing, aching, almost hating myself for not having something more profound, something more meaningful to 


say than a quietly weeping, "I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry, My Love." 


That would be the first of many breakdowns in my short stay. Sometimes | was able to be strong for Duff, 
but just as often | was unable to hold myself together. Seeing him in such deep distress pained me in a unique, 
torturous way simply because | had no way of saving him, of easing his hurt. | couldn't take him out of the 
situation, | had no tools, no skills | could lend, nothing | could do. It was a lot like his hospital stay, the only 
difference that instead of fending off death, we had no choice but to accept it. 


About the only thing | could do was be there, to be a shoulder for him, a hand to hold, a presence in his air, 


someone who loved him to help bear hug the hurt away. 


| ached to do more. God, how | just wanted to make it all go away, to absorb his hurt and make it my own. It 


was excruciating to see My Duff in so much pain 


By the time our tears had calmed and our grief graciously waned | was thoroughly exhausted, my eyes sore 
and too dry for the number of tears | had cried, and my muscles stiff and aching from heaving sobs and my 


self-imposed, unbreakable embrace. 


Isn't it delightful how emotion has a way of draining body? Especially misery. 


Still, | was assured that even if | felt like three-day-old roadside, sun-baked, exploded carcass it likely didn't 
hold a candle to how Duff felt. 


The good cry (for it was a good cry. Desolate and devastated, yes, but therapeutic, nonetheless), had helped, it 
seemed. The stress in his body had gradually relaxed with the slowing, lowering intensity in his cries. The 
rigidity in his muscles had given way, his hold looser, as if survival, that clinging instinct, had eased into the 
knowledge of the presence of safe ground. His heaving, uncontrollable howls dwindled to quiet sniffles and 
tremulous, weak breaths. His shivers ceased, and he grew motionless, clutching to me with hands that no 
longer shook, but one that trailed up and down my back in long, full-palmed, strokes, and one that lay entangled 
with mine, wedged between our torsos. 


"l. l'm s-sorry," he choked a little on the last word, burying himself further in my tear slicked chest. "I didn't 


mean to lose it, but--" 


"Duff." | gingerly broke our eternal handhold, separating us slightly to raise my head from where it rested on 
his to elevate his chin with a gentle touch of my fingers. 


He allowed it, following the motion and reluctantly holding my gaze, his eyes swimming, grey as stormy skies in 
his haunted, tear stained face. The loss, the questions, his fear of the unknown and the sheer rawness of his 
soul was difficult not to glance away from, but this was eye contact of naked, absolute trust, and I'll be 
damned if | was going to break it. 


He leaned for more of my touch and | brushed the side of his face, wiping a fresh, fat tear from the corner 


of his eye with my thumb. 


"Never apologize," | softly declared right into those despairing, shattered eyes, lightly increasing my hold in 


emphasis. "Never apologize for how you feel. Especially right now.’ 


Affirmation shone in his glassy gaze. He managed a slight nod, more a hang of his head than a full motion, 
momentarily breaking our eye contact to steady himself, to glance away and bite his trembling lip, taking in a 
large lungtul of air. 


He controlled his exhale, making it long and drawn out, as if he were attempting to rid himself of negativity 
with the breath. He drew a couple more, all with the same concrete focus, then turned his eyes back to me. 


While still undeniably tormented, they held more serenity than I'd expected. 


"Thanks." A smile tugged the corner of his mouth, but it was fatigued and heavy, slow moving but genuine. "| 


know it's warranted, but.." 


"Crying sucks," | shrugged with a small, wry grin, trying to inject humor into the situation. To be honest, while 


the cry was healthy and relieved some pain it had also stressed me out. | was ready to take our minds off 


death for a while. "I mean, itll make you feel better, ya know, but you're still like, ‘Oh, god, dude, | bawled my 
fuckin’ eyes out." 


"Yeah." To my shock, Duff uttered a low chuckle. "Like, | feel better, ya know, but damn, like.l'm fuckin’ tired 


now. That took a lot outta me." 


"Yeah, thats what happens when you only get, like, four hours of decent sleep and have an impending 
appointment to get fitted for a suit." | rolled my eyes, playing up both my dislike of suits and people | don't 
know poking and prodding me in all kinds of weird and sensitive places. "I know I've been dreading it since we 


talked about it." 
Duff needed a distraction, and that was it. 


‘Oh, shit!" His fingers flew to cover his gasp, and his eyes burst open like he'd been hit with a cattle prod. He 
kicked the covers off in a flurry of navy blue cotton and scooted himself in a clumsy frenzy to the edge of 
the bed. "Su was supposed to make the appointment for us this morning! Fuck, we didn't miss it, did we?" 


"No, we didn't. Calm the fuck down" Before he could take off | gently caught his wrist and tugged him back 
down beside me, chortling. "I saw it on the kitchen counter when | went downstairs to get you up. It's at four, 
so we have some time to grab a bite and try to find some clothes of yours that fit me since | completely 


forgot to throw mine in the wash." 


Duff's hands met his hips as he puffed a huff of air through pursed lips. He shook his head, brows arched in 
relief. "Oh, thank god. One less thing to worry about. And speaking of one less thing..." 


Before | could mutter my disgrunted, "Goddamn it," and fling my arm to stop him from vacating the bed, he 
popped right back up and headed to the closet. He disappeared inside the darkness, the light flicked on, and 
after a few seconds of plastic clicking he emerged with several items of clothing heaped over his right arm. 


"You never got your stuff from up here," he said, sorting the clothes into three very small piles of jeans, t- 
shirts, and a couple button-downs on his empty side of the bed, "so there ya go. Still got a couple pairs of 
shoes and boots, too, plus the ones you left after Grace's party. And you can just wear one of my coats, so 


no problem there." 


"Oh, wow. Good deal," | grinned, scooting closer and automatically choosing the only jeans without rips and the 


one non-offensive or ratty shirt available--a black button down. 
| have the best dick in the band and Go Fuck Yourself would be better off left in the closet, | figured. 


Duff nodded approvingly, then disappeared back into the walk-in for a few minutes that | threw on my clothes 
and socks to the sounds of hangers being shuffled and fabric flapping while he got dressed. 


| suddenly heard a reminiscent, ringing laugh, then Duff emerged in a pair of dark washed jeans and a well- 


loved black t-shirt, the once bold, scarlet letters upon the chest faded by time and wear. 


"Check it out!" He grinned brash and bold, flourishing a flattened, upraised palm beneath his chest to show off 
the word slut "| still have it." 


"Whaaaf?" | was attempting to tame the knotted, godforsaken clusterfuck that was my hair, but | had to pause 
and immediately scuttle to him to touch the fabric on his chest in ecstatic disbelief. "You still have this fuckin’ 


thing? Oh, my god, | remember when we had these made!" 


"Fuck yeah, | do. You still have yours?" He framed a giant block over the slut with his hands, eyes sparkling. 
"Whore" 


"Of course | still have it" | trailed my hand down his torso, smiling nostalgically..and getting a bit of a feel in. 
"l'm just as bad a fuckin' pack rat as you. You know | can't get rid of shit" 


"And on that note." Duff grinned wide with mischief, so toothy and impish | knew something fun was coming, 
and reached to his back pocket. "What about this?" 


Metal clinked, and seconds later | held in my hands a thin leather collar. It buckled in the back, on either side of 
the throat a small O-ring, linked together with a short length of chain that fed through them, the ends joining 
together on a single, larger O-ring that, if | remember correctly and | sure as hell did, hung beautifully right in 
the hollow of Duff's throat. 


"Holy shit!" | burst into laughter the instant it touched my palm, covering my mouth with my free hand to fail 
to hide the rush of blood to my face with the slew of fantastical images that assaulted me. "I still got mine, 
too! Oh, Jesus Christ, the good ol! choke chain" 


While it was essentially a choke chain it was never used in an extreme way. It was always on the, uh, | guess 
"gentlest" setting, more of a tight squeeze to get Duff's attention when he was acting like a little fucker than 
to actually choke the living shit out of him. 


Me? Well, | required a firmer hand, to say the least. 


"Ah, yes," Duff beamed with sinister delight, taking it from my hands to observe it. He slipped his index finger 
through the bottom loop and tugged it twice, glowing with intriguing menace. "Perfect for keeping your unruly 
Duffs or petulant little Slashs in line." 


"Petulant little Slashs," | snarled with good humor. "You fucked with me so bad with it! You used to slip the 
goddamn padlock on it, hide the key, then drag me around the fuckin’ house because | couldn't get the son of a 
bitch off" 


"And you liked it," he accurately pointed out with a raise of his finger. "If you had had any real objections to it 


you know goddamn good and well | would've taken it right off. And the way | remember it you were all smiles, 


fuckin’ sunshine comin’ outta your ass when I'd yank you around by that collar and put you where | wanted 
you. And if you weren't hard when we started you sure fuckin’ were when we got to where we were goin’, 
then I'd have to slap your hands away, jerk your face up by that chain and threaten to punish you if you 
didn't behave, which you never did. So don't fuckin’ lie, you little shit. You loved it" 


For a moment Duff eyed me like he had all those years ago, standing tall and proud, shoulders squared, eyes 
and cocky smirk filled with playful, predatory mischief, like | was his fun little play thing and he had big, 


exciting plans for me. 


| had to remind myself that | was here for a funeral, not a three-day BDSM sabbatical before | got the bright 
idea to ask any questions or say anything stupid.not that | could even get it out. 


| parted my lips to speak, but nothing more came out than a weird, amusededly resigned crackle of defeat. | 
crossed my arms, cheeks burning from bashfulness and cramping from my plastered, guilty grin. | looked away, 


far, far away, containing a trickle of giggles threatening to erupt. 


"Whoa, my god." Duff looked like he'd hit the lottery. He took two steps back, eyeing me up and down with an 


expression of vehement, glorious victory. 


"You're speechless," he said, nearly dumbstruck himself, a hand on his chest and his face gaping softly with 
astonishment. "You're speechless! Holy shit!" 


| quickly gathered myself, my slightly horny, very flabbergasted self. 
‘Oh, shut up." | rolled my eyes with a shake of my head, taking several blushing steps to push past him and dig 
my boots out of the closet. "Don't we have somewhere to be? Like getting food before our fitting because l'm 


starving?" 


"Aw, c'mon, spoil sport!" He tailed me inside like a dog trailing its master, following my lead to grab a pair of 


weather-proof boots. "I got you good, and you're gonna let me revel in it!" 
"Let you revel in my foot in your ass," | mumbled just loud enough so he could hear, darting to the bedroom 


before he could snap me with the slut shirt he'd just pulled over his head in exchange for a simple black long 


sleeved one. 

"HA!" | cackled over my shoulder to the closet. "Missed me!" 

"Well then miss this!" 

A split second later something grey shot out of the closet like a bat outta hell and smacked me right in the 


face, perfectly wrapping itself around my head. It hit me so hard | stumbled backwards and toppled onto the 
bed, and all | could think of was one of those goddamn facehuggers from Alien 


"Aw, what the fuck?!" My curse was muffled as | struggled to tear the cloth from my face, ignoring Duff's 
smug, snickering, "How you like that, motherfucker?" 


| ripped the fabric from my head, holding it before me to unfurl.boxer briefs. 
"Uuuugh" | groaned outloud with thoroughly throaty, absolutely abhorred distaste. "Seriously 


"Yep. Put ‘em on," Duff said easily, the light disappearing behind him as he emerged from the walk-in with two 


coats. 


"Dude.." My body sagged as | held them up in protest. It was as if he'd handed me a puke-encrusted shirt 


instead of a clean one. "You know | fuckin’ hate underwear, baby. No fuckin’ way." 


"Yes fuckin’ way." His brows lowered so | knew | had no contest. "We're goin’ to get fitted for suits, man. Wear 


the damn underwear." 


"But you're not wearin’ any. You never do unless you're, like, workin’ out," | whined with an upraise of my palm, 


putting on my pouty face. "C'mon, man" 


| was instantly shut down when he turned to the side, lifted the hem of his shirt and pulled down the band of 


his jeans, revealing a grey elastic band sewn above black cotton cloth. 


“Alright, fine." | rolled my eyes so hard | could've used the fuckers as dice. | raised my index finger, prepared 
to make a bargain so I'd get at least something out of this, "But | get to complain the entire time about how 
uncomfortable they are and you don't get to bitch about it. Not one little peep. Deal?" 


It was a deal, one that came up every time | sat down, stood up, walked, or so much as moved the slightest 
bit. To Duff's credit he never chewed me out for it but on one occasion: At the tailor when | was standing on 
the block waiting for the short, snappily dressed, perky fella to find something in my size. Alphonse, | think was 


his name. | wouldn't know; | was too damn busy clawing my hide off through my fuckin’ jeans. 


"Slash" Duff had hissed like a grumpy goose from a chair across the small room, "stop diggin’ in your crotch. 
Looks like you've got fuckin’ crabs." 


| can't help it," | quietly growled back through bared teeth, frantically pinching the fabric between my balls 
and my thigh. "They're, like, snaggin' my nut hair and it fuckin’ hurts. | think it's, like, tangled or somethin’. This 
is your fault!" 


"You are not gonna freeball while we're tryin’ on suits!" Duff whisper-yelled in return, his ass to the edge of 


the seat and fingers curling on the thick, padded leather arm rests, grinning cheerily at my predicament. 


"This is torture!" | yanked open the zipper and shoved my hand in to scratch the ever living shit out of my 
pubes. "Everything all fuckin’ cooped up and cramped inside this goddamn pouch. Oh, fuck this!" 


| jammed my jeans and the suffocating cotton prison down to my thighs and gave my junk several gratuitous, 
vigorous flaps to get the air moving around ‘em. It felt so fuckin’ good | had to take a small moment to wilt 


backwards with closed eyes and a relaxed smirk. 
"Aw, fuck, yes," | blissfully sighed to myself. "Oh, my god..thats so much better." 


The sheer racket of my shit slapping my thighs made it sound like we were having some wet, sloppy sex in 
that fitting room only made of layers of thick golden curtains and three full-length mirrors. Didn't fuckin’ 


matter to me, though. My balls could breathe for the moment, and | was in heaven. 


It was a simple pleasure, and | even let out a short, fulfilled moan with a final scratch of my pubes, giving up 
my energetic fiddling to redress myself and see Duff with his elbows on his knees and his face buried in his 
hands, his shoulders twitching and his head shaking. 


For a panicked second | thought he was crying, but when his face raised it was squashed with suppressed 


hilarity, not tears. 


"God.goddamn it, Slash. How can one man create that impressive a cacaophany of orgy sounds?" His voice 
shook in time with his shoulders as he fought to whisper without bursting into guffaws. "Could you be any 


louder?" 


| zipped my jeans with determination, then placed my hands firmly on my hips, eyeing him beneath raised 
brows and swaying curls. "I think we both know the answer to that." 


Duff squinted at me, still staving off giggles. "Man, there's, like, a difference between rearranging your shit and 
just takin’ it out for a walk" 


"Out for a walk?" | don't know who was offended more, me or my testicles. "Man, you wear these fuckers 
every day to work out; | don't. This shit's just awful. Cruel and unusual punishment! My balls needed a lil 
jiggliw. They deserve it" 

The edge of Duff's mouth curled deviously. "A little jigglin's turnin’ into a bit more jiggle, if ya get my drift" 


My mouth dropped open with a smirking scoff. 


"You're older than me!" My hands flew into the air with my subdued, playful reprimand. "You know how gravity 
takes hold, man, your balls ain't quite where they used to be, either." 


"Can we stop talkin’ about balls now?" Duff's face glowed scarlet, and he was grinning so hard | thought he 
might pull a cheek muscle. It was like a bomb of uncontrollable laughter about to go off. "Before the guy gets 
back?" 


"Why?" | crossed my arms, expression impish. "He's got balls, too. Bet he goes home every night, throws his 
pants off and jostles his shit around like fuckin’ crazy, too. Everyone does it. Its just such a sigh of relief to 
let those fuckers breathe, you know it is. Then you can sing the--" 


If possible, Duff's face flushed even more. His mouth dropped open with humerous alarm, and he abruptly 
threw out a halting hand. "Slash, no.." 


"Awww, come on," | grinned with all my roguishness, tucking my thumbs in the waistband of my jeans, hiking 


them up and puffing out my chest like a man on a mission. "Just one verse. It'll be great" 
"Nooo," Duff protested, more of a moan than anything as he clawed his fingers over his chuckling face. 


"Come on, itll make you laugh. You remember how it goes!" | was outwardly bubbling with the prospect of this, 


beaming like a moron in my modified high-waters. "Do..your.." 
"Slash." Duff buried his face in his hands, trembling all over with restrained chuckles. "Baby, c'mon." 


| began my dance, feet planted widely apart, head high in the air, and pants pulled up so fuckin’ far it felt like 
my nuts were splitting apart and swayed my hips from side to side, pronounced but lively in a mellow 


controlled metronome. 
"Do..your..balls hang low, do they wobble to and fro” 


| was giggling so hard at Duff trying to keep it together that my quiet singing was practically nonexistant, just 
stacatto, stuttered puffs of words that fell into simmering, unstoppable cauldron of laughter when Duff's 
hands lowered to reveal the most lovingly agitated face I'd seen in years, like he wanted to crack the fuck up 
but he also kinda wanted to strangle me with the measuring tape left abandoned on the floor. 


"What?" My performance had long been abandoned for maniacal chuckles just from the sheer, grudgingly 
smiling exaspiration on his face. "What? Is my rendition of ‘Do Your Balls Hang Low’ not good enough for you 


anymore?" 


Duff put a hand over his grinning teeth, his eyes twinkling as he stared at my crotch, which the mirror 
showed had a pretty impressive camel toe, and that the bottom of my jeans was now pretty even with my 
shins. The look was not flattering. 


"You look like a big, hairy hillbilly," he chortled into his palm. He tapped his chin, then rubbed at the side of his 
rosy face, his lips pinched tight to help repel bursts of laugher that hung in his throat. "And it's just not the 
same with clothes. You lack the whole," he mimed a pendulum with one hand, "swinging effect. Otherwise it was 
a supurb performance that ended quickly and made me feel better while embarassing the shit outta me. Ten 


outta ten, good on ya." 


| threw up a fist in victory, and seconds later the voluminous curtains swished, Alphonse emerging forth from 


the billowing depths with a rolling rack holding more fuckin’ suits that | cared to try on 


"It sounds like the party's already started," he grinned with a greasy, classy sort of seduction, something in his 
dress and countenance reminiscent of Gomez Addams. He had a thick accent, too, but | couldn't identify it. "So 
let's get the true party under way, shall we?" 


Five hours, fourteen suits between the two of us, Duff dominating the majority because he's, as he put it, 
"Shapeless. Built like a wood plank, ya know," plus all the fun accessories that go with said expensive ass Armani 
suits, and three and a half grand later we were on our way..to a shoe store for a new pair of boots because 
there was no way in fucking hell | was wearing the ugly, uncomfortable motherfuckers that went with that 
goddamn penguin suit. I'd already opted out of the tie, and those had to go, too. 


Yes, | will fake the belt. Yeah, HI take the cufflinks, sure. But those shoes? No. No fuckin’ way, so that means | 
dont need the socks, either. And a tie? Just..no. 


Sorry, Mom. 


Duff was okay that night and the next day. They were mainly spent keeping him busy, keeping his mind off the 
impending funeral by getting out and doing some good, old fashioned retail therapy. Hey, it works for dudes, too, 
and Seattle had gotten a lot of cool new places since I'd last roamed its streets. 


The later it got, the more bags crowded the trunk of Duff's BMW, mostly full of clothes, a suitcase for all my 
new shit since | had no luggage, and just random, neat crap we came across, some of it hauled up to the 
spacious hotel suite I'd rented just off the Sound. | figured we could get some clothes laundered and our suits 


properly cleaned since it was was where we'd be staying. 


Needless to say, none of us were completely comfortable sharing the house. And the only reason Susan won 


that one was Grace, since she wouldn't be attending the funeral. 


"The juxtaposition's just too much," he'd divulged over dinner the first night. "My little kid and my mom.. 
It's.its too fuckin’ harsh for me right now." 


Duff and | were no strangers to hotel rooms, of course. Plus, it offered him a high rise view of his beloved 
city, the curtains splitting and his eyes gluing themselves to the twinkling lights of the waterfront the instant 
he strode through the door. 


He stood there for a long time while | hung up and put away the clean clothes to their respective places. We'd 
even picked up a bunch of toiletries for me, seeing as hotel shampoo and conditioner isn't kind to my hair, and 
after about thirty minutes of working, glancing up, working some more, then casting Duff gaze after concerned 


gaze, | realized he'd become entranced. 


His eyes seemed to follow people, but it was empty, as if they were taking a backseat to his tumbling mind. 
Sometimes he'd wear an expression of contentment, placidity, but just as often I'd catch a wrinkle between his 


brows, a deepening of devastation in his face. His bare chest would greatly expand beneath his crossed arms, 
his palms cupped protectively over his tattooed biceps, and a deep rumble would pass his throat, a cleansing of 


emotion. 


It was like observing the oldest tree in the grove spared amongst the waste of its kin. Ancient, despondent, 


petrified. 


The nights were trying, and understandably so. When darkness fell his mood fell with it. For two nights there 
were tears. Not the same crushed sobs that had racked him the morning | arrived, but tears that were 
trickles of resigned grief, of someone struggling to accept a forced, new reality. There were late evenings, 
early mornings, sorrowful, mourning thoughts and shared, happy stories, trying to laugh and bask in the good, 


glowing memories, not the loss, not the sudden, gaping void that was nigh on impossible to ignore. 


Duff did well, and | tried to do the best | could for him, to be near, to hold him to my heart at night and 
listen, to softly stroke his hair, to gently kiss his lips, hold his hand, and reassure him. 


Being with him, hearing to the things he said and the way he said them made me realize there's a special kind 
of sadness | had yet to feel: the loss of a parent. 


He's like a lost child 
That's what he was, | realized the night before the funeral as | watched him sleep, finally peaceful, finally still. 
A lost child, | thought, rearranging his shaggy bangs with a light push of my fingertips. 


He didn't stir from my touch. He stayed curled on his side, legs tangled with mine, face tranquil with his puffs 


of sleep, his hair, so faded it was more brunette than blonde, a touseled mess. 


If | looked just right, if | arranged his bangs just so, | could see that little boy. | could see that kid I'd seen in 
photos laying right before me, the confused, aching, eight-year-old dwelling within the strong, mature body | 
held. 


It didn't hurt to see Duff in that light. It was like a new side of him, actually, something I'd only seen glimpses 
of, now that | thought about it. 


But while it didn't hurt, it did trouble me. 


| supposed the big test would be the next day. That was the day we faced finality, when we said the words and 
performed the motions, when it was unavoidable with no turning back, gloomy and stark, but somehow 
beautiful and serene, just like the scene my eyes opened to when | was gently shaken awake, Duff's smiling 
voice whispering in awe, “Baby, wake up! Wake up, Slash! Look, look! It snowed! It actually snowed and they're 
sayin’ it's gonna stick!" 


"Oh, my god, | hate this fucking thing. Piece of shit." 


Hearing Duff spew profanity while getting ready in the bathroom was nothing new. He was most likely spraying 
the mirror with venomous spit through bared teeth, but | paid it no mind, too busy wrestling with the buttons 


on my disconcertingly overpriced white dress shirt. 
"Jesus fucking Christ! Goddamn if" He yowled aloud, just like a pissed off puma on my third button, accompanied 
with a loud bang of his fist upon the counter. It was so vicious it actually caused me startled pause. "Piece of 


shit, motherfucker, I'm gonna fuckin’ hang myself with this goddamn thing. The fuck did | even get this thing, | 
donno how to do this, the fuck was | thinking.. Duff, you fuckin’ dipshit, can't even fucking do this right!" 


| huffed a short, hard exhale through my nostrils, already on my feet and headed to the bathroom. 


Clad in absolutely nothing by my half-buttoned shirt, | held my hand out with a sighing, "Give me that damn 
thing before you do decide to strangle yourself" 


Duff thrust the black silk tie into my hand with a disgusted grunt and turned back to face the mirror, scorn 
and annoyance pinching his features. From the corner of my eye | saw him glance down to his left hand as he 
shook it, probably shaking off the impact from the marble counter. 

| uttered a chuckle, throwing the tie around his neck and arranging it neatly. 


"IFs just a tie, sweetheart," | soothingly smiled in the mirror. "Nothin to get so upset about." 


"| hate these fucking things," Duff glowered, bending his knees a bit to allow me better access. "Fuckin no 


purpose but to be a decorative, uncomfortable pain in the ass." 


| shrugged in shared annoyed agreement, my hands going on autopilot simply because if | thought about what | 
was doing I'd forget how to do it. 


Duff observed our reflection with a learning eye as | made quick work straightening and centering, making the 
tiny adjustments here and there that mattered. Then suddenly his face completely blanked, returning with a 


scrunch of utter bewilderment. 


"Wait." He glowered at me beneath his brows, his chin low, as disturbed as if I'd just pulled a live pigeon out of 
my ass. "How the fuck do you know how to tie a tie?" 


"My grandmother," | grinned tensely, but happily. | grabbed his shoulders, clad in the same material as mine, 


and spun him to face me so | could do a frontal sweep. "She insisted on it, you know? She marched and had 
been through all kinds of horrible shit--you remember her stories--and she always used to tell me that 
people are gonna judge me no matter what. ‘Being half-white won't help you. They'll take in your appearance, 
only see the other side, and they won't care. They'll judge you harshly, anyway, so dress accordingly: She was 
real big on looking impeccable and kinda drilled this stuff into my head." 


| was finished with the tie, and Duff gave it an experimental wiggle, grimacing uneasily. Even for a guy who 
loved scarves Duff sure fuckin’ hated ties. The looser the better if he was absolutely pushed to, but sadly 


this wasn't a loose-tie affair. 


He craned his neck from side to side, shooting me a wry grin despite his discomfort. "Guess its too bad you 


don't like to listen sometimes.” 


"Yeah, it wouldve saved me a lot of trouble, | shrugged, returning to my buttons in all my half-naked glory. 
"But I've gotta be me, you know? If Grandmother had it her way I'd look like this all the time." 


| paused, glancing briefly over my nudity and frowning. 
"Well," | chuckled, "you know what | mean. And | just can't do this shit more than, like, twice a year." 
"And even then its your way." Duff gingerly bonked me on the head with a comb, smiling affectionately. 


Fastening the final button, the third from the top, | caught his eye in the mirror as he was brushing his hair. 
"So long as l'm presentable | don't see the problem. And this is a situation | take seriously. Formal," | gestured 
to my dress shirt, "and Slash," | tugged at my casually open collar. 


With a gradual, playful smirk, Duff's eyes lowered, studying my bare legs and shaking his head like it was a 


shame my shirt was just a few inches too long. Given the boldness, the gesture was polite. 


"Well," he tilted his head in time with a jab of the comb towards my nakedness, "so long as you promise to 
wear pants, it's cool. | don't think ancient ol Father Murphy would appreciate it, nor would a bunch of my 


relatives, as lovely the sight" 


"Yeah." | glanced over Duff, who was completely dressed but for the lack of his jacket and coat. Dealing with 
my hair had eaten up a good chunk of time that morning, so | was slacking in the apparrel section. "Let me hop 


into my penguin suit real quick and we can get goin.” 


Again, Duff was taken with his early morning view of the city while | resignedly tugged on my slacks, properly 
tucked in my shirt, pulled on my shiny new boots, and buckled my belt. He stood silent, a motionless sentinel 

scanning his gaze through the misty sea fog, over the thick blankets of immaculate snow that glistened on the 
rooftops, was churned to a grimy mess along the sidewalks, and melted to mere black tracks upon the streets 


below. 


Now and then he'd sip his coffee and inhale his nicotine, which | knew were clenched in tight hands, and even 
with his suit-clad back to me I'd see his shoulders stiffen, just as they had every night before, then hear the 


ensuing rumble as he cleared his throat with a nearly indetectable shake of his head. 


| wrapped myself up in minutes, nervously rubbing Duff on the shoulder to catch his attention after I'd 
thoroughly inspected and reinspected myself. "Hey. So.. Whatcha think?" 


| spread my arms in display as he turned around, revealing his features to be creased and weathered, but 


they eased, being taken over with a soft smile and accompanying, endearing, "Aww.." 


He stepped towards me, running his palms down my arms, then gently tucking a curl behind my ear. "Aren't 


you a dandy little lion in that suit?" 
| instantly blushed and grinned. | felt like an idiot in that get-up, but at least | was a flattered one. 


"Think so?" | looked over myself, definitely not feeling dandy or remotely comfortable. "I was thinking of doing 
my hair back today, but wanted your opinion” 


Duff gingerly gathered my humidity-poofed mop behind my head, then stood back to observe me sans 


defenses. 


"Well, she always did like you with your hair out of your face." He assumed that typical, mock-mom voice, 
melancholy clear, "You're so handsome, dear. | don't know why you insist on hiding behind all that beautiful 


hair." 
We smiled, a plethora of memories no doubt flickering like a movie reel in our minds. 


But soon | squinted an eye in curiosity, fluctuating my upturned palms like scales. "So..back? Down? Whatcha 
think?" 


"Back, definitely," he gently assured, arranging my hair. "Want some help?" 


| nodded, and Duff fell right back into the swing of taming this ferocious ass mane, no practice needed. But 
then after a rapid plucking of shed hairs from my pristine black pinstripe suit jacket it was into the car, into 
the cold, snowy early morning, into the fog and steam and eerily sleepy city, into the tension, into the anxiety, 


into the gloom. 


The entire ride to the church Duff emanated massive, roiling waves that seemed to sway the entire car like a 
boat on rough seas. Or maybe that was me. Maybe | was more nervous, more afraid of this moment than | 


realized. Maybe | was making myself fuckin’ queasy, | don't know. 


| did know | felt sick, though. | knew | felt..simultaneously empty and overflowing with rampant emotions. | felt 
like | always do before shows, but instead of being terrified I'd forget how to play guitar, | was afraid I'd... Id. 


Well, fuck. | don't know what I'd do. 

No. No, | did. 

I'd focus on Duff. On his white knuckles on the wheel, of his controlled, tight breaths, of the determinted 
furrow between his brows, and the eyes in which he stored all of his strength, solid to casual onlookers but 
home to undeniable, fragile cracks in the facade. 

It was my job to be the mortar. Hell, even the brick if it came to it. 


That was what I'd do. 


| nudged his arm and he placed his hand in mire, still chilly from our wait for the valet. | held it near the 
heating vent, rubbing my palms briskly over it to aid the lagging heater. 


From my peripheral Duff smiled, small, sweet, and sad. He stopped what was likely approaching friction burn 


with a faint squeeze, momentarily gazing my way, eyes misty. 


"Thanks for doing this." He snapped his vision back to the road, that throat clear all too familiar. "It means a lot 
that you're here, baby." 


"Of course." | don't think he saw my firm nod, but his hand grew tighter. "Is not much, but--" 
‘It's everything, Slash." Despite being whispered, the words thundered, shivering and ghostly. "Everything" 


A knot formed in my stomach. For a moment | stared down at the threads of thin white pinstripes 
embroidered in the black fabric of my pants. 


| didn't know what to say. | didn't know how to respond, other than with a concerned look and, "I love you." 


My fingers went cold as he gripped them with pain, foreboding, and grief | read plain on his features. He need 


not remove his eyes from the snowy road. 


"| love you, too." 


They're a funny thing, funerals. I've always found it strange how friends and extended family come bearing 
sentiments, but often those closest, those most affected show the most fortitude, the most strength, 


frequently becoming the comforters, the rocks for others to fall on while they dually give their condolences 


and their tears, their stories, their triumphs, and their regrets to the immediate mourners. 


It's funny, too, to see the masks, to see the stone walls erected around broken hearts. Being strong for one 
another while dying inside. 


But | guess that's what love does, huh? 


| know that's what | did as | stood beside Duff, his constant companion through handshakes, nods, and forced 


wellness in the opulently ornate foyer of that massive cathedral. 


Gold and marble mingled with black suits and dresses, clicking heels and squeaking soles, a constant murmur of 
loud chatter as people funneled in the castle-like doors, choke pointed by the family to speak to them, long lost 
connections, and of course Alice, who lay just feet away amongst an array of flora beautiful enough to rival 


the gardens of Babylon. 


| saw so many sad smiles that didn't reach eyes. So many straight, proud backs that contorted and caved with 
growing fatigue for every interaction conquered, snapping upright just in time for another reiteration of similar 


words time, and time, and time again 


| was met with good will, which was great. The entire family came out (even some from Ireland, dude, it was a 
trip), and people | have never met in my life knew who | was because in that massive family word spreads like 
wildfire, so even if folks never met me, they knew of me. Plus.not to sound pompous, but it is me, ya know? 


At least people had to grace to not ask for an autograph until after the burial. 


Often times Duff had to lean down and fill me in, "That was So-and-So from Duh-Duh-Duh. They're related 
through Blah-Blah-Blah," explaining his sprawling, unending family tree to me while | struggled not to drown in 


so much information. 


My head hurt after about thirty minutes. | lost track. So many people, so many faces, so many conversations, 
it was exhausting. And | wasn't even the one talking eighty five percent of the time except to make myself 
smile and introduce myself, "Hey, Slash. How are you?" as | shook multitudes of hands. 


But then two chaotic hours later the clanging of giant, heavy bells shook the building, and the air shifted 
instantly, as if their tolling had put every single one of us on edge, billions of hairs of easily hundreds of people 


standing on end. 


| automatically looked up, frowning at the intricate painting of the Ascention on the domed ceiling as if | could 
see the belfry above it. 


The brutal, clashing brass was so loud | felt my fucking brain rattle. For some reason it made me feel 


cornered. | guess it's true, because this was going down and there was no way out. 


A tense hand snatched mine. "Come on" 
| didn't protest when Duff dragged me outside to chainsmoke two cigarettes. They were desperately needed. 


This is when the world started whirring. When everything became surreal. | remember flashes, but l'm not 


sure why. | wasn't drunk or inebriated in any way. Maybe it was just overload. 


After so many people | recall standing beside Duff, peering up at his brittle face as he said his final goodbye 
to his mother, stoic and brokenhearted, fighting to hold it together as he kissed her cold cheek and placed his 
warm hand over her icy ones, shoulders shaking, anguished weeping suppressed for steady, strong streams of 


tears flowing down his face. 


It blurred again, and it was my turn. My palm felt the chill, the emptiness, the lifelessness, the vibrance gone, 
leaving only a still, silent husk. 


As many funerals as I've been to, you think I'd get used to seeing a body without animus, a vacant, soulless 
shell. Well, some times are easier than others. This was not one of those times. 


| felt the silk of an inner jacket pocket and remember gripping a paper between my fingers, slipping it inside the 
casket, tucking it away from prying eyes. 


That was private. Those were my words. My goodbye. And the only one | allowed lay eyes on them was the 
man beside me, given life by the one now taken 


| recalled sitting in the front pew of the packed cathedral, Duff's hand constantly in mine, staring at the 
massive crucifix mounted on the wall behind the altar and wondering when the fires would scorch me, and if 


god did exist did he simply not give a fuck or was this just a free pass for death? 


| even wondered about the possibility of paradise as the priest gave his extended homily on, "The Lord is my 
shepard; | shall not want." and if it was real that maybe Grandmother had a new friend, a new family member, 
and they were perhaps sharing gossip and embarrassing stories about their little boys over tea, coffee, and 
sweets as they got acquainted. 


| can see the vibrant colors of mountains of flowers blending like watercolors, can sense the smooth black 
leather of the BMW beneath my hands, then the bitter, biting cold that consumed us when forced to leave the 


warm retreat on a march to the grave. 


| remember the sunlight glittering on the powdery snow, like a pristine diamond quilt atop the dead, only popping 


up atop granite monuments or broken by strings of evergreens in profound, peacefully deafening silence. 


It was beautiful. It was stark. It was life and death. Suffocating, shining snow upon tall pine trees beneath a 
bleak grey sky, cloudless with frigid midday sunshine which refused to lend warmth. 


We embraced as the casket lowered, shuddering from howling wind and sobs of misery, clinging, swaying, finally 


letting our tears go when the masses of people had at last trickled away, leaving only those closest. 


| don't remember much more than feeling cold, inside and out. Numb nose, numb fingers, numb brain, numb 


heart, the only warmth the body and tears of the devastated one in my arms. 


For a long while we sat in the car, thawing ourselves and sucking down a couple smokes a piece, occasionally 
glancing from our laps and casting our eyes across the expanse of the shimmering necropolis and at each 
other, a sense of finality, of closure lingering in the heating air. 


It was a weird feeling.. A sensation I'm not convinced | have a word for. A blend of transitional and terrifying, 


perhaps? 


It was a time when you realize for certain you must view your life in a different way, that it is forever 
changed, and the sooner you train your brain to accept it, the better. It's irreversible. There's no changing it. 
No going back. No phone calls, letters, advice in a tight spot, an ear who's always there, nothing. Just an 
emptiness you're forced to endure, all of your unsaid words and sentiments doomed to be unheard for 


eternity. 


Eventually, when the backhoe began to rain dirt in torrents much like the new, violent flurries of snow, Duff 


croaked, nearly inaudible, "| don't wanna go." 


| had been staring into the distance, past the hood of the car into the abyss of the dead, and his words turned 
my head. His hands lay tangled in his lap, his eyes adhered to the BMW logo set into the steeting wheel, far 


away and frozen 

"Go where?" | gingery inquired. 

"To that..thing." He vaguely waved a careless, stressed hand to the nearest graveyard exit. "That..get together 
afterwards. | just wanna go back to the hotel, or.. | just." He heavily sighed, running a hand through his hair, 
knocking a few unmelted snowflakes loose so they fell to the collar of his thick, woolen overcoat. "Too many 


people. Too much goin’ on, l'm.. | don't wanna go, but | feel like | have to. Like.like I'm a bad kid if | don't" 


"That doesn't make you a bad kid, sweetheart. If you don't wanna go, then don't," | said gently, shrugging. "To be 
honest, I'm pretty fuckin’ overwhelmed, too. | think they'll understand that you want some downtime." 


The shadows on Duff's face deepened. 
| reached over, placing my hand on his where it lay on his thigh. 


"Mom would understand," | smiled softly, giving him a little squeeze. "You know she'd tell you to take care of 
yourself. You showed up, you did what you needed to do, and she would understand” 


Duff stared at our joined hands, then nervously, gloomily looked back towards the grave. "l. | hope so." 


He flipped his hand, weaving our fingers with a hopeful, grateful look my way, wearing a semblance of a smile. 
With a fast, hard lungful of air he put the car in drive, then replaced his eyes to the site, waving weakly, 


solemnly. 
"Goodbye, Mom," his heartbroken voice cracked. "I love you." 


| could tell it was hard for him not to haul ass out of there, spraying gravel and churned, dirty snow, but he 
managed, and several blocks down the road, once the city of the dead had faded far into the rearview, he 


timidly asked, "You, uh, wanna eat? | mean, I'm, like, nauseated as fuck, but some food sounds nice." 


"Yeah, sure." | was always down for some chow, and you can't beat comfort food after a traumatic, stressful 


experience. "What were you thinkin?" 


"| donno. You're in town, so | figured we'd go somewhere you wanna go." Despite his troubles he shot me a 


tired, sly grin. "We could go to Chubby’s." 


Remember that favorite Seattle tittybar | referenced a while back? That's Chubby’s. Perla liked going to ‘em 
with me, and while it wasn't Duff's scene anymore he didn't mind me going. We often had a running joke about 


missing tearing the shit out of the buffet together like we used to. 
"Buffet of beaver, motherfucker!" 


| snickered, both at the offer and the memory, running an uneasy palm down my face. "Nah, they don't wanna 


see me in there any time soon. Last time | was there | got a little handsy while gettin’ a lapdance." 

"Goddamn it, Slash," Duff half-smirked with melancholy, shaking his head. "Have you still not learned?" 

"Well, if you insist, we could go and | could apologize," | figured. "Just be like, ‘No, Slash just wants to sit in the 
corner and morosely sip his scotch today, girls. No bullshit. Just buffet, Duff, and a little scotch. I'll still tip 
you, though.” 


A laugh, a tiny laugh, a quiet one, but a real one, spawned in Duffs throat. His eyes crinkled, and he glowed 


genuinely. 


"You know," he glanced my way, those crow's feet I've always loved prominent, "even when | feel like shit, you 
still make me smile." 


"That's my job." | affectionately, painlessly punched his thigh, rubbing it in reassurance. "I love you. You take 
care of me when | need it, so why the hell wouldn't | take care of you?" 


Just like that the storm clouds returned, blackening the atmosphere with a tightening of Duff's hands on the 


wheel. The leather beneath his fingers squeaked. 


"Y-yeah... Speaking of." He flicked on the blinker, taking the feeder road to merge onto the freeway. "| 


might..might need you again. We've got a stop to make before we eat.” 


| soon learned what that stop was, and what a vast sense of dread consumed me standing in that living room 


in the unnerving stillness. 


There was still an empty cup of tea sitting beside her favorite chair, a bookmark halfway through a novel that 


would be forever incomplete. 


Duff tried not to look. He was like a loose, sandy riverbank about to be ripped away by rushing flood waters. 
His hands trembled as he reached for two small objects upon the mantle, placed beside a family photo of all 


her children and their spouses, me included 


"She." He suppressed a gulping lungful of air, oh so carefully cradling two delicate porcelain hummingbirds, 
lifesize, in his hands, their glossy surfaces accented with dainty details of gold paint for the eyes, wings, tail 
feathers, and beak. 


He turned to me, vigorously shaking his head to steady himself. He drew a deep breath, and gently placed them 


in my waiting palms. 
| was fighting the sinking feeling, but it was devouring me easily in my struggle, just like quicksand. 


"We were talking the other day," he finally said, burying his shaking hands in the pockets of his peacoat, "and l.. 
| think she knew, you know? ‘Cause she.." his voice wavered, and he blinked a tear from his left eye, quickly 
swiped away, "she said that if anything..if anything happened to her, she wanted you to have those ‘cause she 


knew how much you loved them." 


| studied the tiny, truly tiny statues in my hands, a lead block slamming the base of my gut. | ran my thumb 


down the minuscle back of one, nipping my lip to restrain myself. 
"Oh..." 


My heart split with an inaudible sob. The hummingbirds blurred from a surge the deepest, purest sadness I'd 


felt since hearing the news, my insides crumbling. 


| felt like | could feel her in them, in the room, in the entire house, like she would just shuffle down the hall 
and ask us if we'd eaten or yell at us to, "Shut the hell up and sit the fuck down. It's late!" just like she always 
did. 


God, what solid proof of death | held in my hands. Through the years their position above the fire never 


altered. They were simple, but | found them such beautiful, fragile pieces of art, and always admired them. 


| hadn't expected them, nor to be gifted them so soon 


"She always held out hope, ya know?" Duff pulled my gaze to him with his whipered croak. "For us. She was so 
excited, Slash. So excited when we started talking again, when she found out we were all but living together 
again. She loves..loved Grace, but." he paused, a fast, wry grin, twitching and disappearing, "she never cared 


much for Su." 


"Can't deny that she had good taste," | dared to say, smirking, sniffling through the freefalling tears. It seemed 


my heaving cries had exhausted their quota for the day, leaving only loose streams to flow down my face. 


"Shut up." Despite the jab, Duff chuckled faintly. "But she always asked about you. Always told me when she 
talked to you, what you had to say and what you'd been up to. So, ya know..there ya go." 


| gradually nodded, tasting saltwater on my lips as | licked and bit them, nearly lost for words. 

" Thank you" | was filled with gratitude, looking into Duffs eyes, glistening and mournful, but felt like | was 
addressing the house, too.or maybe that empty chair | swear | had just seen her in. "l.l know just where I'm 
gonna put them when | get home." 


His head tipped slightly to the left. "Oh?" 


"Right beside the Faberge booze egg," | beamed proudly in the drear. "One on either side, on the top shelf of 
the built-in in the studio." 


‘Oh, my god," Duff's looming gloom cracked with a soft guffaw. "You still have that fucking thing?" 


‘Of course," | stated firmly, dare | say happily, hyper-aware of the delicate birds in my hands. "I love that 
thing; I'm never getting rid of it. And now it has company. I'll take good care of them." 


"| know you will" Duff placed a hand, now steady, on my shoulder, ridding himself of a final tear with a speedy, 
shutting squeeze of his eyes. He shook it off, smiled bravely, and gave me a little pat towards the door. "Come 


on. Let's get some grub. Im gonna be in this house a lot in the next few weeks, so l'm." 


He didn't have to complete his sentence. | nodded, balanced the two itty bitty birds in one hand, then took his, 
letting him lead me out the door after a soft kiss of gratitude upon his damp cheek 


The snow on the Sound was beautiful that evening. Its burnt orange glow faded to a serene, wintry blue-silver 


when the moon rose, when boxes of Chinese takeout had been devoured, fortunes discussed with chuckles and 
sarcasm, when the night grew late and damp hair dried from emotionally cleansing showers, when | fell asleep 
in Duff's arms to be awakened hours later by a hushed, shaking sob and a tremor slightly rocking the 
mattress. 

| blinked at the blurry clock, reading 3:56 in the morning before tuning in and realizing that Duff was no longer 
beside me. Not a stitch of heat touched my body, and when | turned to my opposite side | found him far away, 
hugging the edge of the bed, his back to me, his shoulders jerking with his quiet weeping. 

Oh, no.. | mouthed the silent, dismayed words. 


"Hey." | dragged my pillow with me as | scooted closer, slipping my hand beneath the blanket to rub his bare 
side. 


"Hey." | tried again, creaky in my sleepy state. "Baby, why didn't you wake me up?" 
He shook his head, but moved no further. It wasn't until | gave his side an insistent tug that he obliged, rolling 
to greet me with wet, heavy eyes that seemed ashamed for being caught. He shrunk in on himself, crossing 


his arms over his chest, peering up timidly at me from his laying, hanging head. 


My brows bowed, my lips pinched, | stroked his cheek, studying his eyes, not allowing one iota of their 


swimming emotions escape me. 


"Duff." | whispered, saturated in despair over the low murmuring of the television. The lump in my throat was 


difficult to speak past, forming immediately the moment | saw his pain. 

‘lm s-sorry," he repeated unnecessarily, just like every other time he got upset. His lips trembled and his face 
glistened, but his tears slowed the longer our eyes connected. When he spoke again it was calmer, but no less 
weighty. "I'm sorry." 

| slowly shook my head, holding that shattered gaze. 

‘Its okay," | breathed, my thumb gliding along his jaw. "It's o-" 


Silence fell, spawned from a kiss that tasted of saltwater, sorrow, and hope. 


It was profound. A gentle press of soft, damp lips that shushed me, quieted Duff, and swelled with something 


beyond the ordinary, outside the normal bounds of our unspoken, self-imposed rules of conduct. 


Rough fingertips rose to glide down my cheek, a warm palm taking their place to slide with polite caution to my 


hair, to guide me nearer, to tug with hushed need and linger to comb through the voluminous silkiness. 


Lungs softly bellowed. Hearts and mouths grew eager but we were unable to break the tenderness, unwilling to 


unleash lewd desire, for there was nothing obscene to be found. Just the need for comfort, the need for 
protection, the want to feel a safe and sincere connection to someone you love in a world rent to shreas. A 
need to feel loved and cared for--humanity at its most bare. 


His hard body pressed to me, my arms tight around him, gripping him close through a passion with which | 
hadn't been kissed for years, Duff's mouth parted in a desirous sigh as his lower lip was trapped between mine 
in a gentle draw, ending with two long, full affections that separated with nervous breaths from tense throats, 


his wet cheek against mine, his drying tears cool and his breaths warm as summer sunshine. 


Foreheads connected, noses brushing, | met his gaze, seeing the same wants, the same feelings, the same 
question, in the eyes inches from mine, our shared air humid and hot from thundering hearts and pants we 


fought to calm. 
"Duff." | studied him, thorough and brief, aware of our chests meeting with our each and every restrained, 
labored breath, aware of the tension and delicacy of his grip on my hip, aware of just how low my palm rested 


on the small of his back. 


"Are you sure?" My mouth asked against his, kissing him in return when he met me, short and sweet, no less 


full of anxious anticipation. "Are you really, really sure?" 


"Yes." He nuzzled his nose to my cheek, a motion of yearning, strong, gentle beseechment, another touch of his 
lips to mine. "I. | need you. | need My Slash..." 


| nodded softly, taking his lips one last time, then placed his palm on the center of my chest, flattening my 


fingers securely over his. 


| looked far into his eyes, past the stormy seas of grief and into the beautiful verdant meadows, my defenses 


down, completely open and vulnerable, just as he was. 


"lm yours." 
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"And where the fuck are you now, huh?!" The words were corrosive, oozing with brimming disdain. "| know 


there's something going on, so fucking tell me what it is! Who is she, Slash?!" 


A vicious growl of rage ripped my throat like eroding desert winds, leaving the soft tissue irritated and 
stinging, the smoke | inhaled intensifying the burn. 


"There is no ‘She, Perla!" | yelled into the mobile phone, just as incensed, slamming my hand on the steering 
wheel. | hardly winced from the dull ache. "I'm literally sitting at the fucking studio, goddamn it, now get off my 
fuckin’ back!" 


"Then why don't | hear anything? Where the fuck are you?!" 


My cackle was scornful, enraged, fringing on insanity as | bored a hole into the red brick wall before the hood 


of the car. 


‘lm parked outside waiting for you to shut the fuck up so | can go in," | clipped the words through bared, 
grinning teeth, mocking and sarcastic, cold and matter-of-fact. "You think I'm gonna drag this bullshit inside and 
wave it around for everyone to see? Izzy won't put up with it, Duff won't put up with it, and frankly, l'm 
fuckin’ tired of puttin’ up with it!" 


"Fuck you!" The back of my skull smacked the headrest as | drowned out her bitching with a savage roll of my 
eyes. Her screaming dissolved to fiery murmuring for approximately five seconds, and | faded back in just in 
time to hear, "So fuck you, Slash!" 

| calmly spat, "Fuck you, too," and violently punched the button to hang up. "Bitch." 


It wasn't two seconds later that my phone rang again. | had no problem denying Perla's call, nor the three 


others that came in rapid fire succession. 


| sighed aloud to myself, roils of stressed breath and heavy grey cigarette smoke clouding the car. | glanced at 
the clock, made an irked face, then glued vehement eyes to the now silent cellphone, muttering, "Come on, 


motherfucker. Where the fuck are you; | ain't got time for this shit." 


Goddamn it, this was taking too long. | was parked out back behind the studio, set to meet my dealer any time 


now. | was just gonna meet him, pick up my shit, and be on my way. Nice and easy. 


A couple snorts of Oxycontin would do me some fucking good, | figured. Calm my nerves. Put me on an even 


keel before we were set to rehearse and record around eleven AM. 


"Fucking Perla," my lips snarled on her name. "Get a fucking clue and just fuck off already. Jesus fucking 


Christ." 


| was about to spew more profane phrases into the air when the phone rang once more, this time with 


glorious mercy. 
"Hello?" 
"Hey, man, I'm right around the corner. Where you wanna meet?" 


"Uhh." 


| glanced around all sides of the car, the coast clear of everything except a feral grey tabby cat perching atop 
a closed Dumpster, basking in the single beam of sunlight that reached the cold, narrow parking lot. 


"There's a Mexican restaurant about three blocks south of the studio, 8500 block" The itch in my nose waxed 
so strongly | rubbed at it. | was nauseated and nervous, resulting in a sheen of sweat slicking my brow, 
occasionally congealing and forming rolling droplets that stung my eyes. | felt greasy and shaky all over. No pills 
for fourteen hours was making me dopesick, and | had to wait for my guy to re-up before | found relief. The 
fucking timing couldn't have been worse. "Meet me down the alley across the street. Be there in a couple 
minutes." 


"Alright. See ya." 


| hung up, this time shoving the phone into my jacket pocket. | zipped it up to ward off the cold, cut the engine, 
and with one final, cautious, thoroughly paranoid scour of the lot, | ejected myself into the frigid air. 


The cat shot off the Dumpster the second the car door slammed, tearing off down towards the alley and | 
followed in close pursuit, opting to take the safer, darker passages through the tight buildings, the ripping, 
howling wind be damned. 


| had to be stealthy. | had to be sneaky. This wasn't a time to fuck around because I'd fucked up and took a 
line of what | thought was coke from a guy I'd met at a gig, and now | was hooked, the warm, floating 
fuzziness of opiates an absolute boon to me in the midst of a life filled with arguments and shattered 


belongings, screaming and fighting and impending separation from Perla, living two lives | couldn't fully live. 


| had to hide it. | had no choice. Duff had no idea, and | played it off well. Being a formidable liar is a 


quintessential skill to surviving as a junkie. 


And that's what | was. Again. All my hard work, and | threw it all away because | couldn't tell Perla the fucking 
truth and decided this way out was easier. 


It had been less than a month since the funeral. 


Fuck 


| was a fuckin’ idiot and | knew it. | was taking a massive risk, but | couldn't help it. | couldn't take the 
squabbling, her insinuations and accusations that were true, but there was no woman involved. Just Duff. Just 


the guy I'd spent months getting clean for, and now had to start all over at square one. 


The last time, | told myself, stomping with determination across a dirty cross street to continue my jonesing 
rampage. This one last time, then Im done. Done. 


| heard brakes screech, but that was nothing new in this part of town. Our favorite studios were usually in 
older, rougher areas of the city, dingy, littered, and seedy, and it wasn't unusual to see kids drag racing down 
the long, deserted stretches of road during the day, avoiding them at night because that's when all the freaks 
and druggies crawled forth from the darkest crags and shadows. 


| hopped on the curve, knowing my destination was near. | disappeared down the straight alley, shrugging my 
left shoulder to guard against an icy crosswind and tugged my black beanie lower over my ears, rearranging 
my ponytail and sunglasses, keeping my head down and hustling to a section of alley that came to a T, the path 
| was on dead ending on an empty warehouse that dominated half the block, to the left the aforementioned 


restaurant, to the right a crooked mechanic shop. 


| turned left, ventured about halfway down and hovered near a dilapidated group of dented metal trashcans, 
burying my hands in my pockets and anxiously bouncing on my toes, constantly swiveling my head, owl-like, on 


patrol for any and all intruders. 


After about a minute | took out my phone and started up a fresh game of Snake, frequently surveying my 
surroundings, making sure | stayed mostly hidden with my back to the wall, perched on one foot while the boot 
heel of the other bounced restlessly against the chipping, white, painted brick. 


For several minutes | held my position, stiff and on edge, thinking | heard the scrape of footsteps nearing me, 


but every time my ears perked and | glanced up | was alone. 


The silence was getting to me; | jolted at every sound, my skin prickling with apprehension, perspiring despite 
the bitter cold The city noise was dampened, leaving only the moaning and sighing of whipping wind, the crinkling 


of loose plastic bags floating along the air currents, and the occasional distant yowl of an alley cat. 


Not for long, though. Another handful of minutes passed, my game of Snake growing difficult from its sheer 


size, wrapping around and around the phone screen until it closed in on itself and died, ending the game. 
It was just as well, as at that moment | heard, "Hey, man. What's up?" 


"Oh, hey." My greeting was forced as | fought hard to ignore the queasy feeling in my gut. | looked up, tuckin 
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the phone into the pocket of my jacket. Just one more minute ‘til normal. "Not much. You got it?" 


My dealer, Tony, grinned, taking small, jogging steps to close the distance. He was a few inches shorter than 
me, a very stocky, charismatic and intelligent Hispanic guy, the confident, "I can get you anything, anytime, 
anywhere, motherfucker," sparkle ever present in his streetwise and book smart smile. A respectable, 
educated, clean urchin, this guy was. Could've been a fuckin’ doctor or lawyer if he'd taken another path, but | 


guess slingin' dope was more lucrative and offered faster gratification 


"| got whatcha need, man." From the depths of his zipped Adidas tracksuit jacket he produced a sizable baggie, 
already pulverized, and | tugged forth the money from my jeans pocket, practically salivating upon seeing the 


bag. "And I'm gettin’ more in a couple days." 


Cool," | flatly replied, less than enthusiastic. And so the itching druggie emerged, focused on the sack of 


crushed pills as opposed to pleasantries. "Thanks, man. ‘Preciate it" 


| reached for the exchange, burning for and craving that powdery warmth, the cradle of chemical sweetness 
that was my only relief, liquor forgotten in exchange for a new, rekindled love of poppies in tablet form, when 


from somewhere behind me, somewhere too close, too dangerously near for how alert | had been, a furious, 


indignant bellow rent the quiet winter air, "What the fuck?! 


| exclaimed in alarm, and flinching as if I'd been hit, and cowered beneath the commanding echo as my entire 
body buzzed in electric shock. The money fluttered to the ground despite the bag plopped on top of it, tumbling 
away in the wind, and | spun around just in time to see a leather bound blur of fury fly past me as if a 
ravenous demon from hell had just been unleashed. 


Tony's arm raised in automatic self-defense, and the shadowy specter dodged the blow as easily as if it could 


see the attack in slow motion 
My eyes nearly popped from their sockets as | registered the black humanoid blur, a sinking feeling of pure 


fear gripping me in gouging, icy talons, hurtling like a lumbering avalanche far, far into the abyss my stomach 


had once occupied. 


Hairs on end, eyes bulging, and heart skipping beats in its panicked realization, my back met the wall and the 
Oxy fell to the dirty alley floor with one disbelieving question 


"D-Duff..?" 


| blinked for one second, and Duff was behind Tony, his face marred, twisted with ghastly, unbelievable fury, 
the arm that dealt the attempted blow captured at the wrist, extended palm-up and pulled backwards near its 
capacity for movement. | watched in silent, unwavering horror as that arm, gripped in iron hands whose 
tenderness | knew and loved was forced down and slammed into an upwards, lightning fast jab of a knee, just 


below the elbow. 
CRACK! 


A traumatic, pitiful cry of startled, unexpected pain wailed into a bloodcurdling scream of excruciating, 
unimaginable agony, reverberating mercilessly in the asphyxiating alley with that nauseating, horrifying snapping 


sound. 


And | screamed, too, pressing myself to the wall, frantically scuttling against it as if climbing it backwards was 
my only escape, but | instantly shrank and paled at the sight of that broken elbow, dangling at an unnatural, 
grotesque angle, all of the ligaments and tendons popped and severed as easily as if they'd been a thin, dry 
stick. 


| mouthed helplessly through the bile coating my esophagus, watching as Duff, for it was Duff, towering, 
terrible, and more terrifying than I'd ever seen him, landed a kick to Tony's ribs, filling the atmosphere with 
another sickening crack and another pitiful yelp of primal pain and fear, where Tony fell to the ground, torn 
whether to cradle his busted ribs or his hanging, mutilated arm. 


"Get the fuck out of here!" Duff's voice was so loud, his yell so harsh and scathing it seemed to tear at his 
very throat, a roar of total outrage spewing forth spittle from between bared, rabid teeth. "Get the fuck out 
of here!" 


In seconds his hands were clamped on Tony, one on the back of his jacket at the nape of his neck, like the 
seized scruff of a dog, and one on his waistband. With a single, mighty heave Duff threw him down the alley 
where he slid, face-first and on his injured arm, still howling, still wailing, until he came to a standstill fifteen 
feet later, looking back with the more liquid fright | had ever seen in a person's eyes as Duff advanced on him 


once again, shoulders square and swelling with fury. 


Tony didn't give him the chance. He scrambled to his knees, tracksuit in filthy shreds, face stained and 


contorted with tears and dread, and ran. 


"You'd better fucking run!" Duff called after him, brandishing a clenched fist that trembled. "So fucking help me 
god | find out this happens again, a broken elbow and ribs will be the /east of your goddamn worries! Do you 
fucking hear me?! Motherfucker! 


An innocent trashcan met the wrath of his foot, skittering across the alley and scattering rancid garbage 
after the limping silhouette of Tony whimpered in agreement, then disappeared behind the correr. 


Duff took a few breaths, his shoulders tense and heaving, then he turned, raising his eyes to mine. 
We locked onto each other. 
The air went still. 


My hands were numb. My skin was alight. | was aware of nothing but the hammering blood in my ears and my 
churning stomach lodged in my throat when | registered everything those cold, infuriated eyes contained. 


In a single moment | made an asinine, idiotic, completely shit-for-brains decision 
| ran. 


| ran as if my fucking life depended on it. My adrenaline spiked, my skin tingled with shame and out-and-out, 
honest to god mortal terror, and after seeing that, | knew without a doubt that | was next. 


My boots sprayed gravel and pounded the pavement, but while | was fast | was no match for Duff who quickly 
closed in, throwing himself and locking his arms around my waist, bringing me down in an all-out, flawless 


tackle. 


Pebbles, dirt, glass, and other unfriendly alley particles bit the heels of my hands as | frantically tried to 
gather my feet, unable to as | was forcefully thrown to my back and wrenched from the ground, the 
capturing hands so tight on the lapels of my jacket the leather creaked. 


"What the fuck!" It was a flurry of kicking feet, smoggy dust, and a cloud of indignance that my back slammed 
the wall and my hysterical eyes met those like pools of jade fire. "What the fuck, Slash?!" 


Whatever fear | had instantly, violently spun into anger. | was caught. | was trapped. Those fingers on my 
jacket, anchoring me. Those eyes drilling into mine, demanding answers. That face, hard as stone and so fucking 
guarded it was carved, staring right in mine, inches away after having scared the absolute shit out of me, 
after having had..having had kept me away from a fix | desperately needed that he needed to know nothing 
about! 


Fuck youl 


"Get your fuckin’ hands off mel" | clasped his wrists and twisted, fighting to break free, hissing like a pinned, 
cornered cat. "Get your goddamn hands off me!" 


"Why the fuck did you run from me?!" Flecks of spit rained on the side of my face in the struggle, but Duff's 
grip was vise-like and immovable. "You should fucking know better by now! What the fuck do you think you're 


doing?!" 


"You just stormed in here, no fuckin’ warning, no nothin’, and broke that dude's fuckin’ arm like a fuckin’ twig!" | 


snapped back like a retaliating, abused dog pushed too far, gnashing my teeth and squeezing his forearms so 
hard | was I'd likely leave bruises, but that that moment | didn't give a shit. | was too pissed, too fucking 
scared, and too far into withdrawal to care. | just wanted to escape, but it was too goddamn late. "Who the hell 
does that?! Jesus Christ! The fuck was | supposed to do, goddamn it?!" 


"You're lucky | don't do the same to you. Now, answer mel" He yelled right into my face, shaking me slightly, 
making me look him right in the eye as | had no where to run, no where to hide as my sunglasses had fallen 
off in the struggle. Not even my fucking hair could help me now. "Answer me, goddamn it! What the fuck! What 
the actual fuck are you thinking, Slash?! Copping smack in a fuckin’ alley?! You're not twenty anymore, goddamn 
it, you could get yourself killed! People know who you are! What the fuck," he shook me again, spitting with 
rage, "what the fuck is wrong with you?!" 


My knuckles white and unwavering on his wrists, | growled through snarling lips, "It's not fuckin’ heroin, it's 
fuckin’ Oxy! And what the fuck are you doing following me around? You fuckin’ stalking me? Keepin’ up fuckin’ 
tabs now?! The fuck gives you the right to tail me like a motherfuckin’ narc?" 


"Not smack, my ass. That shit's just legalized, socially acceptable heroin," his quip sneered back, grip tightening. 
"And | was on my way to the fuckin’ studio when | happened to notice that someone in a goddamn custom 
leather jacket that | know for fucking sure | bought for you was slinking off into the shadows! You know 
nothing good comes out of a Los Angeles alley, Slash! What the fuck are you thinking?!" 


"Oh, what the fuck do you care?" Again | struggled to free myself, writhing and thrashing, trying to intimidate 
him by squeezing his arms again on the slight chance he'd call my bluff and let go. Somewhere inside me | 
knew that wouldn't work, and the dark junkie within kicked into gear, rearing its ugly head to viciously snap, "It's 


not like we're together yet, so why the fuck do you even care?" 

A brief silence fell, in which | froze in comprehension. | went limp in Duffs grip, a flailing, struggling fish gone 
still, the sentence like thick cotton in my mouth. Instant regret stung my cold, sweat-slicked flesh. | peered 
upwards, face slack, eyes wide and mouth agape, mortified at the words | had let slip past my own lips. 


| didn’t mean that. | didn’t mean that, oh my god.! 


Duff's stone facade didn't crack--it exploded. It shattered to a million minute motes of dust to reveal a hurt 
so profound, so devastatingly unexpected and earth shattering. 


The unyielding hands loosened and fell from my chest. He took three rickety, staggered steps back, dazed as if 
I'd sucker punched him. His face paled and he clutched at his stomach, a look of rampant nausea draining his 
expression. 


| outright panicked, "Duff! Oh my god, Duff, 'm--" but it was too late. 


His eyes averted, his voice low and dangerous, he said, "Move." 


But | wouldn't listen | was too ashamed, too startled, too aware of the tears in my sight and the hurt in my 


heart. "Baby, |--" 


"Movet He lunged forward this time, snatching the back of my jacket to shove me towards the abandoned 
baggie. "Get your fucking shit and let's go." 


| dared not disagree. | dared not say anything, or do anything, or even consider running when he commanded, 
"Get in the fucking seat and stay there," when we reached the rental car, a sleek, black Camaro, hidden out of 


sight from the alley. 


Translated from Duffspeak, the tone meant: "Sit your ass down and keep it down, because if you run from me 


again, l'm liable to beat the ever living shit out of you." 


| wasn't willing to take that chance. I'd already fucked up enough for one day. | was so ashamed of myself | 
wanted to puke, and the dopesickness didn't help. 


| buckled up, watching him below my mournful brows as he crossed the front of the car. | hung my head, 
collapsing on myself and shrinking away as he took the driver's seat, talking to who | knew was Izzy because 


the call volume was so loud | could hear him plainly. "Yeah, he's with me." 


"Alright," Izzy's reply was fuzzy and muffled. "Was wondering what happened since his car's out back, but he's 


nowhere to be found" 


"Yeah." Duff lit a cigarette, and from narrow peripheral vision | saw his hands shaking. A skittish glance to his 
face revealed his anger suppressing, giving way to the potent anxiety beneath. | wished | could dissolve into a 


puddle of nothingness. It would be easier. "It's.it's a long story. But we'll be right there. Sorry, man" 


"No problem. Let's just get y'all here and get this shit on a roll. Wastin’ daylight” 


There's nothing like being the only addict in a room full of recoverees. Talk about being the fucking elephant in 
the room. The pariah. The unstable one. 


My precious powder held no peace for me among those suspicious eyes, among the unspoken judgments and 
pitying, even fed-up stares. | was holding, everyone knew | was holding since I'd disappear to the bathroom 


frequently, and while everyone was kind enough not to say anything, their expressions said it all. 


Once upon a time, Izzy could roll with the worst of us, and nowadays he could sometimes be high and mighty, 
the sarcastic, wily trickster | once knew certainly still aloof but sprinkled with more pious sobriety the older 


he got. 


Or maybe | was projecting that onto him because he and Duff were speaking more to one another than to me. 
Their uncomplicated flow, relaxed friendship, and effortless collaboration was glaring. There was an undeniable 
pack mentality in the room, and | was the lone wolf. And even if | was severely abashed, self-loathing, and 
unable to enjoy my high, | was undeniably jealous. 


| knew Izz wanted to separate himself from me as quickly as he could. He kept me at arms length most of the 


time, though he was still polite, even when my eyes were caught cutting with fury in his direction 


Duff? He couldn't even look at me. He'd talk, sure. He had to since we had a song to wrap, but his eyes stayed 
on the floor or on the neck of his bass, an anxious leg bouncing the entire eight hours’ worth of rehearsal and 
recording. By the end of it his nails were bitten to the quicks and his bottom lip was peeled and tinged bloody 


from nervous gnawing. I'd bet money the insides of his cheeks were like raw hamburger meat, too. 


At the end of the day it was a successful session. We all worked rather easily together despite the tension, 
sideways glances, and unsaid arguments. By the time Izzy had packed up his gear and headed back into the cold 
night Duff and | were in a dead silence, broken only when | followed him out the door, head hanging and nerves 
on edge, waiting for the hammer to fall. 


"Follow me," he said, offering no explanation at all before he slammed the car door and waved an impatient 


hand, gesturing to my car behind the building. 


| inquired, "To where?" to my weary reflection, illuminated on his driver's side window by the burnt orange 


streetlight. | looked years older. | noticed lines on my face. They hadn't been there before, had they? 


The engine turned over and Duff revved it hard two times, the engine of that Camaro snarling into the quiet 
night before he cracked the window just enough to scowl, "Just do it" 


| did as instructed. 


The needle didn't drop below 125 as | whizzed behind him on the freeway, weaving in and out of cars and 
cutting people off at high speeds before taking a familiar exit, the very same one | had taken for years, and 


still took to reach home. 


Sure enough, we turned into the neighborhood, but we bypassed my street, heading deeper into the maze of 
houses, and the further we drove, the further my stomach fell to the floor, reaching the bottom, dragging on 
the asphalt by the time we pulled into the driveway of our old house. 


Duff stowed the rental inside the safety of the garage, then hovered right outside it, crossed his arms and 


stood firm as the massive metal door automatically closed behind him, shutting with an ominous clang. 


The noise seemed to shake the inside of my car, reverberating like a clashing bell. And still Duff stood stock 
still, his vigilant, withdrawn eyes on me, saying, "Well? What're you waiting for? Move your ass," without a 


single word. 


It was like my body was rebelling against me. My legs screamed at me to stay still, growing heavy and dense 
as concrete as | pulled myself from the car, shut the door, and strode before Duff, who simply gestured a 


hand to the house. 


"You've still got your key.” The words were delivered in soft, defensive monotone, his arms protectively snug 


around his torso, the gentle, chilly night wind blustering the tips of his shaggy, dark hair. "Go." 


| took a step, a single, wary step, then tugged my foot back to its place in hesitation. | despised the discomfort 
of not having my hair to shield myself when | met his eyes. "Wh-why? What's--" 


"Go." Again came the word, just as low, just as subtly dangerous. 


| didn't understand. Was he gonna get me inside and finally beat the hell out of me? Was he gonna ambush me, 


force me into a corner and yell until he was foaming at the mouth and blue in the face? 


| didn't understand. | couldn't understand until my key turned the lock, until | stepped inside and my eyes 


adjusted to the dim blue television illumination, until | saw.. 
Our stuff. 


How was it humanly possible for my insides to wither anymore? God, why couldn't | just self-destruct from 


the crushing, insurmountable guilt on the spot? 


There wasn't a thing out of place. The putrid pastels and flowery paintings that had decorated the wall upon 
Susan's takeover were gone, in its stead the old couch, wall hangings, and knickknacks | remembered, with the 
exception of our wall collage, the framed, happy photos now including Grace's face among them, a precious few 


all three of us together. 


Acid crept up my throat, gnawing at the lump of self-abhorrence and immeasurable penitence that had lodged 
itself with thorny fortitude. 


| turned away. | couldn't look, l.. | didn't want to look. | wanted to get away, far, far away, to fall to my knees, 
clutch at the hems of his clothing and tearfully beg and plead for forgiveness.. 


"Go" 


Again came the voice, ever so quiet, ever so brokenhearted, so angry and disappointed it was an eerily calm 


plane. And | knew he didn't mean, "Go away. 


"l." | drew a hoarse breath. | kept my eyes to the ground, to the vicious scuffs on my brand new boots. "| 


don't want to." 


"Go" 


And so, | walked. | walked through the home that had once been mine, once been ours, and forced myself to 
see the preparation, the tediousness, the love with which the house had been put back together. Not a thing 
out of place, and for the things that were missing, the things that were mine, a space was reserved if you 


simply rearranged the surrounding items. 


One thing that hurt was that Duff was so prepared he'd even created a snake room with new custom-built 
enclosures for Baby, Iris, and Houdini. Not a dime was spared, as these were gorgeous, dark stained oak, carved 
with simple, elegant, serpentine designs. And even worse was that there was yet another custom cabinet that 
hadn't been there before, stretching to the top of the nine-foot ceiling and about four feet wide. It came off 
the wall about two and half feet, granting a roomy enclosed area within the massive Plexiglas doors, already 


outfitted with everything a tree boa could want. 
| had been going on about wanting one for two months, and had just never gotten around to it. 


| held back a surge of bile. | hadn't even gone upstairs yet, and | was already severely sick, but | was too 


traumatized and mortified to cry. 


Duff didn't follow me. He stayed beside the front door and let me go on my own adventure of silent, efficient 
punishment, only speaking again with another quiet, "Go," when | hesitated with one foot upon the bottom stair. 


And | went, and | saw, and | ached so much that | grew numb to the pain, eventually shuffling through the 


second level in a trance, seeing, registering, realizing, and curling in on myself like a dying insect. 

| heard my steps clop on the stairs, then grow noiseless as they trudged upon the carpet, as | dragged myself 
before Duff, wavering, terrified to look into those eyes, those fucking eyes that would haunt me, that awful, 
shattering, unspoken, "How could you?" incessantly flaring, to which | had no satisfactory answer. 

Face to face we stood still, saying nothing. And | guess there was nothing to be said. 

A whip of freezing, ghostly wind gusted through the door as Duff opened it, then, putting the five fingertips of 
his left hand upon my chest, right above my heart, he gingerly pushed me backwards, leading me well past the 
threshold. 

A hoarse, forlorn word cracked, a strangled, controlled sob that contained all the weight of the world. 


"Surprise." 


Then he slammed the door in my face. 


Chapter Sixteen: Dead End 


Author's Notes: 

Oh, man, | can't believe this is the last chapter of this book. While | greatly enjoyed writing some drama and 
exploring the darker, nastier sides of humanity, | will certainly be glad to move on to happier, lighter chapters 
in the next book. Thank you all once again for going on their journey with me, and | hope to see ya'll for the 
next and final installment! There'll be a one-shot between books, something different for me to experiment with 


while | take a little break, and then the boys will be back! Thanks so much, y'all! Take carel 


Late February, 1999. 


I've often wondered why the mirror is considered the pinnacle tool for snorting coke. 


Why the mirror? Is its smoothness, its plane, polished surface superior to that of a glass pane, just as flush, 
just as capable of being debris free with a quick cleaning so the fine powder flung along the gloss isn't defiled 
by oils and gunk, rendering its fluffy, chemical spiciness impure? 


In reality, anything half ass clean and untextured can serve as a proper place to crush and throw lines, to 
chop and chop until minuscule pebbles become akin to talc seconds before it disappears, sucked into your 
sinuses, flooding your head and chest with thrumming, encapsulating heat that makes your eyes roll and your 
spine tingle with such sinful, desensitized satisfaction 


Maybe it's some mystical, magical endowment, the adoration for the mirror. 


Or maybe it's just simple illusion, a trick played to fool your brain into thinking it receives a larger torrent of 


deceitfully merciful endorphins. 


I'd always preferred the glass pane for the simple reason that it bothered me to watch myself willingly and 
eagerly inflict myself with poison | knew in some far-flung thought on the edge of my mind | shouldn't be 
fucking with. 


Too bad the high was too good to resist. And it's too bad coke is one of the biggest nags in the drug world. Its 
wired surge never lasts; once you got it, you gotta have more, and the itch doesn't like to quit until it gets 
what it wants. 


The ritual of preparation, the anticipation and wonder that preceded the gentle sting of a needle was always 
rush, a Turn on so strong the only thing that alleviated my arousal was the sweet, soothing warmth that 
instantaneously followed it, the pleasant fire that licked my veins, because by then nothing mattered to me. 


Nothing. No one. And certainly not myself. 


But that was long ago. Heroin, true heroin, held no luxury, no allure, no seduction. 


And while my proclivity for poppies held so much delight | lustfully reveled in watching the process, my dilated 
pupils, the fear and loathing they harbored, and my tight, clenched jaw was vulgar to glance upon. | was not apt 
to view my own short comings, my own follies so starkly and up close, only reinforcing what a colossal, selfish, 


fuck up | was. 


But maybe if | had just taken down the mirror, the simple square mirror with its matte black wooden frame 
that had been witness to a mixture of debauchery, gluttony, self-destruction, and just as much love over the 


years, that hung on the wall of my studio for just such a purpose, things would've been different. 
Then again, things would've been different if I'd actually done them differently. 


Maybe if | could've seen myself through those thick white lines | would've understood. Maybe | would've truly 
seen myself in my reflection as | hovered above my broken image, shattered inside and out, distorted by the 
bleak stripes, so violently bright and contrasted with my dark strings of greasy, wavy hair and sallow, greying 
skin Maybe then | wouldve truly seen the hollowness of my gaze, registered the screaming urge to reach out 
for help before | numbed it, slashed it to pieces with another generous line to deaden my guilt. Kill my 
helplessness. Muzzle my pride. 


But | didn't. 
All the gods, above, and below, and non-existent, why didn’t I? 


Why didn't | put aside my hubris and do what | should've done in the first place? Why didn’t | realize that | 
wasn't alone, never was alone, and was consistently lashing out from behind stone walls at the one person 
whom | should've embraced, who | should've ran to the instant | fucked up, the instant light dawned that | fell 
right back into my demons’ clutches? 


| had made so many remarks. So many snide little comments. I'd sneered things that had cut to the bone, 
things that | plucked from the sheer, thin air, things sprung from deep-seated, disappointed anger, misdirected 
self-disgust in a, until now, fruitless effort to shove away the one | needed most, the one | longed for but 


attacked without reason, without mind. 

| should've gotten that mirror down. | should've taken a long, hard look at myself through those lines, through 
the cold, grey smoothness and chains of fat, snowy cocaine mountain ranges, like pristine drifts skirting along a 
lake's melting ice, clinging desperately to winter's fleeing chill to stay alive. 


Retrospect is always so clear, isn't it? 


| wish | would've paid attention when | hit the wall. 


I'd been up for three days. Three straight days alone, tucked away in a dark corner of the studio, in the 


blackest shadows of the gloomy room that faded in and out of my vision 


| was exhausted. | was rapid cycling through my high, which | had been stretching to the limit. | was tired, 
sullen, and pissed off. Sometimes they hit at the same time and | would be a flustered, overwhelmed, frazzled 


wreck, but other times they'd shuffle through, almost like different personalities bubbling to the surface. 


One minute | would be okay. The next | would be filled with fear, consumed with worry, constantly checking the 
locks and windows and wanting to call friends and family to make sure they were still alive, then the next | was 
breaking my own belongings, destroying my own home, and if | was out and about, yelling and screaming at 


anyone who slightly provoked me or so much as breathed wrong. 


| was out of control. | was hurtling head first into chaos and | knew it. So, | reached out, looking to find solace, 


knowing it would end badly, just like the other times before. 


| couldn't keep my mouth shut. There was something fucking wrong with me, something that compelled me to 


back myself into a corner and snap at anyone and everyone who neared, even if | had invited them in. 
Just like | had invited Duff in, only to run him off. 
For good. 


The thrashing, ear-splitting music was silent in a rare moment when | wasn't waiting in dragging, time-addled 
agony for my next delivery, repeatedly beeping my dealer, or scouring the floor on my belly like a ravenous, 
paranoid, foraging beast, clawing every inch of the hardwood for so much as a tiny speck of white dust, 


pausing every so often to guzzle from my steady stream of liquid amber fire. 


| held the phone to my ear, hunched on the floor, knees to my chest, in that dismal corner. | only heard bits 
and pieces of what was being said, too distracted, too fascinated by the dusty fans my driver's license painted 
upon the clear glass panel wedged between my bare feet. 


With a deft, graceful swipe of plastic | piled my scattered powder to a respectable heap, then tapped tiny 
dividing rows within it, spread them out, then started again, fanning, piling, separating, fanning, piling, separating, 
zoned into the soft, mellow, plinking metronome tap, tap, fap, schwick Tap, tap, tap, schwick, of my incessant, 


manic gardening. 


| had called Duff, but wasn't interested in the slightest as he filled me in, drowsy and sluggish from his rude 
three AM. wake up, "So, yeah. Izzy called the other day, right? And." 


Tap, tap, tap, schwick 


"Uh-huh." 


Tap, tap, tap, schwick 

"--the balance was off, so he.." 

"Uh-huh." 

Tap, tap, tap, schwick 

"--wants to get us together again for this new idea he.." 
Tap, tap, tap, schwick 

"Yeah." 

Tap, tap, tap, schwick 


A glaring scoff slipped through my fixation. In my mind | thought I'd hit a rock or a formidable root in my 
perfect, powdery dirt. 


Duff successfully, for a smidgen of a moment, snagged my attention when he scowled, "Slash, did you hear a 
fuckin’ word | just said?" 


| only answered with another blank, "Uh-huh," compelled to plow my unending rows and gather my monotonous 


harvest. 
Tap, tap, tap, schwick 
Tap, tap, tap, schwick 


"Then repeat it," he snipped with groggy agitation, a dull thunk signifying a slapped wooden surface. "What the 
hell did | just say?" 


An irritated groan of petulance churned in the dark, a defiant, growling rumble in my throat. The muscles in 
my neck snapped back hard in my hair trigger fit, and my head thudded against the wall, so unforgiving the 
impact busted through the deadness of my coke-numb skull, jolting my eyeballs and brutally clacking my teeth. 


A flash of bloody crimson soaked my sight, and the license sliced through the air, skittering to a halt beneath 


a guitar stand well across the room. 


A hand clutched the back of my throbbing head, a wince whimpered on my lips, and a sudden, feral fury 
coursed alongside the coke saturating my system. 


| roared, as vicious, abrupt, and unexpected as volcanic eruption, "Oh, who gives a fuck about Izzy!" and kicked 


my flailing feet in injury and frustration from the glaring indignance, the sheer fucking gall of being questioned 
when | would rather had been left the fuck alone. 


But that hadn't been the case just minutes before. I'd wanted Duff. I'd wanted to talk to him through a rough 
spell of drug-induced anxiety, but something inside me kept rebelling each time we'd speak Something kept 
gnashing its teeth like a rabid stray. Something tiny, something insignificant would set me off, and there was no 
stopping it. 


And unfortunately, the switch had flipped. 


Engulfed in a tidal wave of aggravation, of nigh on four days without sleep, fueled with chemical anger and 
self-loathing | spat, "H's all I've fuckin’ heard from you all night. If you care so goddamn much about him, why 
don't you just go fuck him!" 


"All night.” When | was in my right mind | realized "all night" had just been the three minutes since he'd 
answered my call, half asleep but still willing to speak with me in my upset despite our handful of tiffs since 


the recording session. 


"What?" The tight whisper of disbelief drowned beneath my pained grumbles as | rubbed the back of my skull, 
only to be reiterated in a low snarl, slathered with brimming danger, a warning | failed to heed. "What the fuck 
dd you just say” 


"| said" | held the phone directly before my mouth, my lips twisted grotesquely with my calm, condescending 
repetition, "if you care so goddamn much about Izzy, why dont you just go fuck him" 


Hush. 


Then a laugh, a gnarled, scornful cackle, the sound of Duff about to go absolutely blistering mad, rent the 


momentary stillness. 


| foolishly chose to overlook this advisory, tangled in a web of wrath | couldn't shake, still frantically rubbing 
my sore skull. If anything | took it as a jeer, and it just pissed me off all the more. 


"Seriously?" Another roiling laugh of nearing insanity, like a pot of water just before it bursts to boil, another 
slam of a fist upon a table. "Are you.." he interrupted himself with one more crazed, wobbling chuckle, “are 
you fucking kidding me right now?" 


"Does it sound like l'm kidding?" | rolled my eyes, brushing off another Duff Tantrum, as I'd began to call them 
since our scuffle in the alley. "You two sure were pretty fuckin’ chummy last time | saw ya. It was like | didn't 
even fucking exist. Pretty goddamn easy of you to ignore me when he's around. Fuckin’ perfect match made in 


para-—" 


In one second flat Duff sharply huffed, and his stern, raised voice effortlessly drowned me out, "You know 


what, Slash?" 
His tone towered as if he were there in person, imposing and looming, stopping me dead in my tracks. 
My empty accusations fell mute on parted lips. 


The words were cold, hard, and fed up, hissing like they were forced through clenched teeth. "Stop. Just fuckin’ 
stop, okay? ‘Cause I've had it. I've fucking had itt 


A thousand miles away, something crashed, a nasty clash of shattering glass that shredded my trance of ire. 


| shot bolt upright, anger bled dry and replaced by the panic that had originally drove me to dial the phone 
that fateful night. In my startle | kicked the sheet of glass, sending it arcing across the floor, spraying a fine 
mist of coke in its wake, leaving a thin blanket atop the sleek, stained floor. 


My obsession lay in ruins, and | cared not for it, my back to the wall, my bugging, alarmed eyes hidden behind 
dirty strings of loose curls, my mouth stuttering brokenly, "Wait! W-wait, Duff, wa-- |." 


A booming, barked, "No!" was followed by a calmer, but no less firm, "No. No, ‘cause you know what? l'm sick 


of it. I'm sick of it, Slash." 


A fiery cold fear, like being fully submerged in icy water with no escape prickled my entire being at how 
collected, how phlegmatic he was. 


My hands began to shake. The unfeeling lump that had once been my stomach sprung to life with a geyser of 


acid. 
"Duff, I'm sorry, I.” 


"Oh, so now you can talk? Now you're sorry?" A dreadful, mortal chill quivered down my spine with his livid, 


prolonged laughter. "Well, you know what? Its too late for that, man. ‘Cause l'm done. I'm fuckin’ done.” 


"Done?" | scrambled to my drunken, unsteady feet, unable to remove my back from the wall it had glued itself 
to. The dull numbness crept into my stomach, and it wasn't just from the coke that dripped down the back of 
my throat. "Wh-wha-whaddya mean, ‘done'?" 


| mean I'm done, Slash," he said solidly, unwavering, like a fucking weight had been lifted from his shoulders, 
instantly slamming onto mine. | physically reacted; my knees buckled. "| mean I'm done. | am not your fuckin’ 
whipping post. | am not your goddamn plaything that you can just fling around any time you like, and I'm sick of 
this, of you saying you're sorry, that you'll change. I'm so fuckin’ sick of it, and I'm done." 


"But-but l'm sorry, and--" 


‘lm sick of your fucking sorries, goddamn it!" | cowered beneath the power of his bellow, my eyes stinging 
from the forceful reprimand. My open hand raised instinctively to fend off a blow. "You know what, Slash? | 
love you. | fucking love you more than life itself, and how the hell do you repay me? By constantly giving me 
hope, then taking it away! You make me so happy. You make me think that everything's gonna be okay, that 
everything'll be back to normal and | can just be happy and have my little family with My Slash and my little 


girl, but every single fucking time | get close, | get hopeful, | see an end in sight, you smash it to pieces!" 


A dull, pinching pain registered in my numb face, then a taste of coppery warmth tinged the inside of my 
mouth. My teeth had broken the skin in an attempt to keep my bottom lip from trembling, to muzzle my 


whimpering. 
Even in my inebriation, in my pity party and dread to hear it, | knew | deserved this. 


| can't.. | can't believe | actually let you in" He chuckled again, shaky and demented, but the mania dwindled into 
sob of infernal frustration, self-mocking and riddled with heartbreak. "I can't believe | was stupid enough to 
actually trust you, to let you in. And you fucked me. You fucked me in every sense of the goddamn word!" 


| swelled with offense at his insinuation, using what little courage | had to croak, "How dare youl | did not fuck 
you, that was not--" 


"Shut up! A tear seeped from my corner of my right eye at his screamed, strangled cry. "Shut up! Shut the 
fuck up and let me talk! This had been a long time comin’, and you are gonna listen to every damn word | have 


to say!" 


My gaping, flopping mouth stayed silent, protected by my hovering fingers. | couldn't bring my blind eyes to 
see anything other than the lightly stained wood beneath my feet. 


"This is bullshit, Slash. This is bullshit. | ove you. | treated you like a fucking king, and all | asked in return was 
your love. You wanted for nothing, goddamn it! I've fought for you. I've damn near killed for you. Motherfucker, 
| would die for you! | would fucking tear out my still-beating heart and give it to you if you needed it! And 
what do | get? Empty promises and broken fucking dreams! For fuck's sake, you haven't even told Perla about 


us and you've had damn near six months!" 
| sincerely, idiotically starmmerea, "l-l was going to, b-but the timing was never right, I--" 


"You promised me! Duff's anguished, howling wail forced from me a sob of profound, all-encompassing pain 
that that bore the weight of a severed, dear-held, unbreakable vow. "You put your hand on my heart and you 


promised me!" 


The truth was a strike across the face, cutting and throbbing with the racing of my terrified, grieving heart. 
Searing, torturous tears poured like acid rain and panting, panicked cries tore my throat so | couldn't properly 


breathe, crushed beneath the weight of my mountain of weakness. 


My salty, tear stained lips quivered with whimpered despair, "I'm s-sorry. I'm so sorry, Duff, | never meant 
for.. | just wanted to protect." 


"You told me everything | wanted to hear. Everything | was dying to hear," the horrible, gut-wrenching weeping 
persisted, "and | bought it. You fed me shit, and | completely fucking fell for it. How could | have been so stupid, 


so goddamn blind?!" 
"I was honest, | swear to g--" 
"And you know what the real kicker of all this is, Slash? You know what really chaps my fuckin’ ass?" 


"Duff, I'm so s-sorryl" | pled with all my might, shivering, tearing at my hair, filling the room with complete, 


vulnerable despair, "Please! | never meant for--" 


"Even with the relapses, and the broken promises, and you fucking pussying out like you always do when the 
going gets tough, all of this could've been avoided with one simple thing. One little, teeny, tiny, microscopic 


thing." 

| shut the fuck up, dwindling into sniffling silence in time with his descending, softening tone. 

Saltwater soaked my fingertips as | rubbed at my defeated face, preparing myself for the killing blow. 
| dared to utter a single, sticky, morose word, chased with bitter, cocaine-laced snot: "What?" 


"If you had just faked to me," Duff said, calm but shaky through his tears. "If you had just came to me at 
any time and said, ‘Baby, | got a problem, all of this, all of this could have been avoided. Your fucking 
‘protection’ destroyed us, Slash. Your so-called protection was you hiding from me. Running away. And ya know 
what? Without it maybe there would be no Susan. There would be no fucking Perla. There would be." he 
hesitated greatly, then spoke with grave, mumbling guilt, "there would be no Grace." 


| was reduced to a crumpled heap in the dark corner, long since slid down the wall, baring myself to each and 


every impact as | folded to my knees, a man before the firing squad. 


He was right, and | had no choice but to listen, withering like a dead leaf as his brokenness returned, his 
tearful whispers so loud they could've screamed me into submission had | not already been beaten, "What 
happened, Slash? What happened? | should be the one person you can come to about anything, at any time 
without fear of judgment. What happened? Why..why did that change after | got sober? Did.did | change that 
much, did we.. Did we change that much? l.. | thought things were going so well, and then.. Then everything 
went to hell." 


Its not you," | blubbered into my palm, hiding myself from the dark, empty room around me. Even | could 
hardly hear my murmured, timid words. "It was never you, Duff. Never you.. | just tried to protect you..” 


"I thought we were so happy," the words trembled with renewed sadness. "I thought things were going so well. 
We were so happy, | just.. | just wanna go back.. l.. | just wanna go back, but maybe..maybe we're just..too 
different now." 


The heel of my left hand struck the floor, catching me as | lurched forward, frantic bargaining on my lips and 
bile not far behind, "No! No, no, baby, please.. Can we talk? Please, please can we just talk about this?" 


"Sweetheart," Duffis voice was quiet, gravelly and stoical, "we've had almost three years to talk about this." 


It was like | felt and heard the wall slam down between us, rock and cement and reinforced metal fortifications, 


a prison cell clanging shut. 


"No. No, no.. No." My elbow was beginning to wobble from exertion, so | sat back on my bare heels and 
dragged that nervous, taloned hand over and over my cheek, digging my nails into my skin, self-destructively 
cathartic. "Duff, please. Please, you don't... You..” 


| do mean it" His soft voice shivered with despair. "I do mean it. l'm.. I'm sorry, Slash, but.. But | do.” 


The clawed flesh on the side of my face scorched, harshly scraped and stinging from salty tears as | pled for 
mercy, "No.. No.. Dont." 


"I thought you were my One," continued his efficient, sorrowful lashing, pulling an abashed, all-out sob of grief 
from me. He paused, a single, heavy breath tremulous. "I. | still think you are. But | can't do this. | cannot do 
this, Slash. | can't live my life around you anymore. My..my life's no longer just about me. And..and at this 
point, | feel like |." he nearly gagged on the words, "I feel like if | wait any longer, I'm gonna be waiting around 


my entire life. Or.or the rest of yours." 

| couldn't speak through the frantic, panicked spasms of my lungs. My brain was clouding, my vision going black. 
| squeezed my eyes shut and vehemently shook my head, murmuring hoarse whimpers and sounds of 
desperate denial. 

This isn’t happening, this isn't happening, this isn’t happening! 

His last words to me were so tender, too delicate and loving to be so soul-shattering and devastating, "Just 
please, please do me one favor. The next time | buy you flowers, make sure | get to place them in your home, 


not on your grave. Please. |.. | love you. Good." 


He sighed deeply, and a ray of hope, a beam of suffocated sun broke through the black clouds in my heart, a 
light flickering to existence just before he whispered, "Goodbye, Slash." 


His voice fractured, then came the click and the line went dead, the final, droning nail in the coffin 


My light was gone. Snuffed out like a weak flame in a typhoon, 


"No." | breathed to myself. | jerked the phone from my ear and shoved it in my face right as the green lights 
faded, then pierced the room with a howl of disbelief and devastation, "No! 


| was so far beyond drunk | couldn't see what | was doing. My fingers fumbled sloppily in my haste, in my 
disbelief, in my horrified plea for clemency. 


The keypad was irredeemably blurry and the screen illegible, but with enough squinting through tears and 
cursing through whimpers the familiar four blocky letters surfaced, and the phone rang. 


And rang. 

And rang. 

And rang, 

The machine picked up, and | mashed the little red button, then hit the green one twice, only for the 
monotonous brrring to end in a violently chipper, "Hey, you've reached the McKagan residence. Leave a message 
and we'll get back to ya" 

"No.. No, no, no." 

| tried once more, determined not to be ignored, unheard, muttering nonsensical gibberish in an attempt to 
calm myself, to rationalize my thoughts in the swirling sea of shit I'd created, hauling the phone to my ear, 
wishing, hoping, praying like hell he would answer, that he would listen to the shoddy, desperate excuses | had 
used a thousand times, but that time line was busy. 


The dull, steady beeeep, beeeep, beeeep was enough to confound me for a second. 


"What the fuck?!" | sneered to the empty room, snuffling like an angry bull through miserable tears. "Who the 


hell would he be calling?" 


izzy, the cocaine demon grinned with a snarl, baring its gleaming, dagger-like fangs and wringing its thin, bony 
talons. 


| thrashed my head, shunning the thought. 
| knew it was false. Somewhere in the swamp of my mind, as fucked up as | was, | knew that wasn't it. 
Why the fuck did | even think that in the first place? And what the actual fuck made me say it?! 


My palm cut through the air, striking the side of my face with a clap so loud my ear rang. Only a faint tingling 
sensation registered through the dead plane of my cheek 


| did it again. And again. And again. 
Harder. And harder. And harder, until my entire face pulsed in sharp, thrumming throbs. 


its just after three in the morning. my putty-brain mercifully kicked into gear. The line's off the hook. You 
fucked up. You fucked up for the final time, and he's fuckin’ cutting you off! 


"Fuck! 


With a roar of realization, of absolute denial, the cellphone went tumbling across the room, but in a flash of 
memory | followed after it, shuffling on my hands and knees, then eventually my stomach and elbows, relying 


on muscle memory to dig through the contacts list. 
"Duff Cell." The words pathetically crawled past my lips. "Duff Cell.. C'mon, goddamn it." 


My bleary pupils made out the letters, and with a stab of my thumb and a hopeful blaze in my heart the line 


went straight to voicemail. 
"Hey, this's Duff!" smiled agonizingly at me. "You know what's up." 


And so began the pleas. So began the messages filled with useless supplications, filled with ached, broken sobs 
and explanations so fucking unworthy of such offenses it was a goddamn shame | had ever uttered them. 


"Baby, I'm sorry! I'm sorry! Please, please just talk to me!" 


"Duff, please, | didn't mean it! You know | didn't mean it, and I'm, I'm working on it. I'm working on myself! I.. | 


just did what | thought was right, |, | tried to protect you, I." 
"You know | don't love her! | just don't know how to say it, what to do..!" 


"I know it wasn't fair! It's not fair that you had to take all the hits, make all the sacrifices, | know that, baby, | 
just feel so stuck. | don't know what to do, please.. Please, don't..don't leave me.. | need you. Duff, please, |, | 


need youl" 


Hours ticked by, hours and hours of tears, and beseeching, and slow, sinking realization until | passed out from 
exhaustion, and when | awoke hours later, when daylight had come and gone, the phone was still clutched in my 
hand, spared by the immense puddle of puke I'd woken up face down in. 


Being soaked in the stench and viscous mixture of putrid, sour whiskey, stomach acid, and mucus dotted with 
tiny white flecks of blow should've been my priority, but it wasn't. With a glance to the dead phone | crawled 


to the landline across the room, smearing and slipping in the vast lake of sick in my frantic, drowsy scuttle. 


It was a new day. A new day! 


But my tiny blip of light, my one, sparkling, precious little hope, was no more. All that remained was ignored 
calls. Nothing but black out. A dead end. 


Looking back now my dismal, pleading actions were plain harassment. For a straight week each those phones 
rang at least ten times a day, and every one of them ended in remorseful requests, never answered, never 
indulged. 

| never got so much as a curt, bellowed, "Fuck of fl" 

It was just black. Everything was black. 


My line had been cut. Completely, utterly obliterated, 


And the longer it went on, the days crawling to weeks, the weeks slowly, steadily aging to months, my sanity 
began to fray and wane. 


Memories befell me, swooping down and barraging me out of no where. 
"You need to fell Perla, Slash. | know you don't wanna hurt her, but you need fo." 
"HI get to it, baby. Dont worry, I got it. | promise." 


‘ts just.. | | feel ike she's a. As lame as it sounds, a negative presence. Im not your parent, ya know, Im not 


tryin’ to fell ya what to do or how fo do if. | just feel that way." 

"Youre worrying about nothing | got it. IFI be done." 

Even older memories, like those from another life, struck their chord in times when | lay in the silence alone, 
limp and askew, legs and arms at unnatural, grotesque angles on the floor, whether it be at home or a hotel 
home away from home, unable to move, unable to bring myself to do more than stare at the ceiling in a 
ruined daze. 

‘Slash! Slash! Come back! Dont fuckin’ leave me! | need you!" 

"cant, Duff! | cant fucking take seeing this! It kills me! Youre killing yourself and | cant fuckin’ take it!" 

The irony of that one's prevalent surfacing wasn't lost on me. In fact, | found it both cruel and befitting. 

| let that one run rampant. | let it brand itself into my mushy brain, allowed it to be the one solid piece that 


existed in my world of shit. The hot trickles of tears that filled my eyes and soaked my hair at the sound of 


his fractured voice were the most vivid, most alive I'd feel for months. 


Wet eyes vacant, waterlogged face twisted, Id cry. 

ff this is how Duff felt. God How many times have | done this to hm? 

No wonder he left 

And that was the stark reality. The one glaring, ugly fact | couldn't turn from. 


‘Even with the relapses, and the broken promises, and you fucking pussying out like you always do when the going 
gets tough." 


| had always run. 
Duff was easygoing, stalwart, and willing to work things out. 


And this was the first and only time that he'd rejected me. 


Duff had never before told me to get fucked. And it was so crystal clear, so black and white, and he, nor |, 
had ever uttered those weighty, final words. 


"hm done." 


Upon remembrance I'd choke a renewed sob and hug my bottle to my side, too cumbersome, too weak and 


fucked up to bring it to my lips. I'd suffered too many bloody noses and busted lips to challenge it anymore. 


Turns out Duff's patience isn't infinite. What a dullard | was, to obviously think otherwise, to think he could and 
would put his life on hold infinitely, soley, for me. 


And in all my failings, all my struggles, Duff had never once called me a junkie. Even through our recent fights 
when | was shitfaced to incoherence and so coked out | ground my teeth until my jaw locked. Shit, Perla 
partakes alongside me with just as much gusto, and she's still called me a junkie piece of shit more times than 


| can count. 
Not that she's wrong. 


| know I'm nothing more than a human piece of garbage with a fake, sparkling shine of bullshit and perfection 
my celebrity and financial status grants me. Sure, you go out and play the show, put on your performance 
face and raise certain guards while dropping others, but a lot of the time things aren't so fucking glamorous 
behind closed doors. 


But.but you can't be sober and be in love with a junkie. It just does not and will not work. Eventually someone 


will break. 


Two addicts? Now that you can romanticize. Drugs are dangerous, alluring, and make you feel fan-fucking- 
tastic, and what's more intimate than walking together into the flames of hell, hand in hand with the one you 


love, the one who makes you feel just as high, to share in your ultimate demise? 


When you take it apart, the truth, the real truth, isn't pretty. Especially when one side has ascended, and the 
other is trapped down below, constantly shoving the boulder uphill without success, just like Sisyphus, doomed 
to fail for all eternity. 


In a life bestowed with unimaginable highs and just as intense lows, | had never been any lower. 
And that's how | felt with the hard, polished walnut wood in my hand, the thin brass accents icy to the touch. 
Once whispered rumors of marriage wriggled like disgusting, life sucking leeches in my ears, it was all over. 


Four months, it had taken Four months for my Dionysian existence to slowly, efficiently mutate into madness, 


into consuming, sepulchral despair. 


| stared, entranced at the flintlock pistol cradled in my hold, my eyes lingering upon the elegantly engraved 
script of Baby Doll Duff had added to the lock plate a short few months after he'd gifted it to me, a matching 
twin for his, on his twenty fourth birthday. The brass glinted, shimmering like gleaming gold from the one low- 
watt bulb I'd allowed to light the cavernous closet. 


Blinded by misery, | dragged a lethargic, defeated finger over the engraving, a name | had once beloved 


smearing into a glassy, watery mess. 


This will make it go away, my mind hummed, soft and sing song, like a gentle, lilting lullaby. This will make it allll 
go away.. 


| stroked the gun in my hand with twisted, loving affection, as if this soon-to-be killing machine were Max, who 
I'd shut out of the bedroom. | was unsure as to the reason behind it. Whether it was to keep him from 


interfering or to keep him from gnawing on my carcass, | couldn't say. 


h one second, Bang! Gone. Done. No more pain, my mental voice hissed with dangerous seduction, a suicidal, 
lustful tongue in my ear. How nice would it be? No more heartbreak. No more unanswered questions and calls, 
fishing, fighting, and begging friends and family for information No more..no more being lonely. No more. Just..no 


More... 


Its something | can't describe, feeling that incorrigible, that inadequate, that broken, that..defective. So 


defective that | knew there was no other way out, no chance of saving myself, for I'd be eternally impaired. 


This was something that had never, ever crossed my mind before. 


I've always been self-destructive, yes. But when Duff left | found myself in constant Turmoil, challenging 
anyone and everyone, consistently putting myself senselessly in harm's way, even stooping so low as to get into 
fistfights with the goddamn paparazzi. 


Every so often I'd wake up with the tender, easily hidden parts of my body caked with blood from deep, self- 
inflicted wounds. Upon my waking the scabs on my thighs would crack, and I'd give a small hiss as | overlooked 
them, knowing how they got there but having no memory of administering them, or the biting, tiny cuts upon 
my scalp, many of which still harbored glass from bottles I'd busted over my head. 


The more months that passed, the more days | added to a consistent, long-lasting black out, pain and chaos 


the only things that made a handful of hours visible through the fog. 


| lived in constant hell with Perla who chugged as much booze as | did and guzzled just as many drugs. When 
we weren't fucking we were fighting, and when we weren't doing that or both at the same time we were 


practicing our fucked up handhold to oblivion. 

But she was gone, now. She was gone, and she'd find me. One day she'd find me. 

I'd say | didn't want to leave a mess, but | honestly didn't care. Me and my little flintlock, we had business that 
night. And | didn't care about mess, about bits of brain matter and tiny skull fragments, and the massive, gory 
hole in my head that finally silenced the morose memories and sneering voices. 


| just cared about efficiency. 


It's like watching from outside of your body, being that defeated, being pushed to that mortal brink far enough 


to contemplate, to plan, then to eventually execute. 


You disassociate, step aside yourself to be able to feel those feelings of complete isolation, those emotions of 
deadness, that life is incapable of getting better, never will get better, and the only thing you'll ever feel again 
is the vast, empty planes of desolation 


You're incapable of any other thought. Anything happy, anything remotely different from the subject of your 
dwelling is quickly washed away, vanishing the moment it appears, sucked into a whirlpool of grey-brown, boggy 
goop of depressive, obsessive thoughts. 


Or maybe | was just looking at myself in a different way. 


Maybe | knew it was over when | held that swig of whiskey in my mouth, a final shot farewell for the last big 


bang that would ever occur in my lifetime. 


Maybe | knew it was over when | pressed the muzzle to my temple and swallowed that mouthful of whiskey, 


pulling back the hammer. 


But | knew it was over. | had no fucking question whether it was over when one final memory, something from 
another time, another place, another fucking century jolted into my mind, a recollection of sorrow, of terrified 


shouting, a frantic struggle over a shotgun, and Duff's determination to end his anxiety once and for all. 
"Duff! No!" 

"Fs beffer this way, Slash! Im never gonna get better, dont you see? Can't you see its better this way?!" 
‘No! Its not gonna get better if you don't give it the chance!" 

‘Wve tried, | cant do it, Slash, | can't.. | can't fucking live like this..!" 

"Duff, no, please!" 


| flinched upon remembrance of a roaring round of buckshot narrowly missing Duff's head, and my finger 


squeezed the trigger. 


The flash so was bright it was white behind my wincing, closed eyes. The deafening explosion somewhere above 
my head bellowed like cannon fire, and | screamed in desperation, in terror, in realization and clear, present, 


horror as the side of my face seared as if itd be doused in kerosene and set alight. 


The gun clattered to the floor, dropped from my limp, shaking hand in abhorrence, and | and clutched at my 
burning face, skittering away, backing into a corner, crying out with repulsion at the acrid, clawing scents of 
seared flesh and burning hair. 


| pawed my face, at the strange, instant wetness, at the singed skin that pained me all the more intensely 
when the tears | hadn't felt began to flow, convinced it would peel away from the muscle the moment | 


removed my touch, melting and sloughing off into a ruined, bloody, fatty glob upon my palms. 


Slowly, as slowly as my heaving lungs and stunned, traumatized mind would allow me, | lowered my hands, at 
first turning my head, luring my watery vision away from the potential mutilation, the disfigurement and 
shining crimson liquid mingled with clear, liquefied fat | knew undoubtedly would cover my fingers, but when | 


looked, there was nothing. 


No blood. No skin. No nothing. Nothing but the slick, glossy sheen of tears glittering in the dull, orange light, 
followed by tiny motes of dust and plaster that rained down, sprinkling like cheery snowflakes upon my 


sacrilege. 


In the silence, as near a silence as my hammering heart and bellowing, panicked lungs would allow, my gaze rose 
in hesitant disbelief, unable to halt the tremors of my hands. | blinked through the particles, through the 
streams of debris that quickly faded, to see the hole from the equivalent of a 50 caliber slug, the size of a 


half dollar, now in my ceiling. 


| looked back down to the gun, to the flintlock laying amongst the detritus upon the carpet, as beautiful as it 


ever was, now marred by my own hand. 

My aghast quiet was no more. 

The pungent scent of my near demise smothering my nostrils, a smell | will never forget, | buckled. 

| lamented aloud from the injury of my own torture, a scream of pain and shame, a sound that had never, and 
has not since, left my throat, a sound so wretched and self-loathing it echoed in the halls of my mind and 
imprinted itself into the very room around me. 

| collapsed into a heap against the wall, clutching at the strands of my burnt hair, slamming my head into the 
drywall and wailing thunderously like a lunatic, a man at the end of his rope, a man who's come to learn a 
harsh, ugly lesson, and knew he now had no choice but to accept it because the alternative simply wasn't 
worth it, a man who abhorred this hence unexplored side of humanity, a side so fucking vulnerable and human 


it was inhumane. 


Boom, boom, boom, became my new cadence, a hard, monotonous, steadily punishing metronome of the back of 


my skull cracking against the wall, interspersed with weeping, shattered shouting, 
"What's wrong with me?!" 

BOOM 

"Who the fuck am I?!" 

BOOM 

"| fucking deserve this! 

BOOM 

"No fucking wonder he fucking left; fucking look at me!" 
BOOM 

BOOM 

BOOM 

"What's wrong with me?!" 


BOOM 


BOOM 

BOOM 

"What's, 

BOOM 

“fucking, 

BOOM 

oe 

BOOM 

"with me?!" 

BOOM 

BOOM 

BOOM 

Cradling the back of my bleeding skull, | dissolved to nothingness, pooling to a puddle of self-pity and self- 
hatred, my only company my tears, my questions that would go unanswered, and the sound of my desolate, 
mad bawling rending the stillness of the empty house, save for the yowling of Max outside the bedroom door 


and the jagged jingling of it as he slipped his paw beneath it in an attempt to jimmy it open, to get to me. 


| ignored him, too lost, too desolate, too broken. Too fixed on a new path, too fixed on the guilt of what a 


successful attempt would've meant, what it would've accomplished, which was nothing. 


Nothing but blame. Nothing but more hurt and anger. Nothing but.nothing but a broken heart when the 
instrument of my demise was discovered to be a favored gift to his once-beloved Baby Doll, the ultimate 


insult, a beautiful treasure turned into an instrument of death. 


‘lm so sorry, My Love. Im so, so sorry." 


| don't recall anything else from that night. In fact, I'm positive | concussed myself into amnesia, because my 
next memory is still being in that corner, in the relative dark, my eyes fixed on the pistol laying abandoned, 


still covered in a pristine layer of dust sprinkled with intermittent, chunky pebbles of plaster. 

| heard a meow. A loud, alarmed cry registered in the back of my mind, sounding too far away for the handful 
of seconds that ticked by before Max came padding through the open door, breaking into a full sprint until he 
headbutted my woven fingers, which lay clasped tightly in my lap, hovering above my crossed legs. 


The sensation of his plush, velvety fur, smooth and cool, constrasted with the reverberations of his deep, 


gravelly purr was a benevolent, innocent prod from my prolonged catatonic trance. 

| blinked several times, like waking up after a long sleep, and the world gradually slipped into focus. 

| could see the sleek, inky cat winding himself back and forth across my knuckles. | could feel his warmth, his 
life, his love for me as he mewled softly, pawed the top of my hand and nudged it with his nose, watching me, 


studying me with those bright, round emerald eyes. 


They looked at me as if to ask, "Where you been, Dad? And why'd you lock me out, asshole?! Are you okay? 


Well, I'm here, now! Pet me! Love mel" 

The tendons in my hands ached as | tediously separated them, having to pry them apart. They were as rigid as 
if rigor mortis had set in while my body was still alive. In fact, my entire body was racked with pain, every 
muscle, every joint, everything stiff and creaky, and sore and burning. 

| needed a drink, but | didn't want it. 

| needed a line, but | didn't want it. 


| needed.. | needed.. 


| reached out, joints cracking, muscles quivering from disuse, and the tiny tom cat crawled into my arms, easy 


as you please. 


| hugged him to my chest, allowing his purr to resonate through me like healing vibrations, letting him nuzzle 


my face and gently scrape my cheek and chin with his slightly protruding fangs. 


My lower lip trembled, and | tipped my forehead between his furry ears. The jubilation in his purr sparked 
deep, unshakable guilt as | muttered, quivering in a halted, whispered sob, "Moxi.. Oh, I'm so, so sorry, Max." 


Before | could break into full tears, a quiet, familiar voice said, with all the fear and heartbreak | could relate 


to, "Child." 


| looked up, almost fearfully, like I'd been sharply reprimanded, to see my mother, her dark skin beautifully 
contrasted with a elegantly simple long white sundress with black abstract leaf patterns on it, standing in the 
doorway, wearing the deep crease between her brows | knew was reserved for grief she was fighting not to 


show. 


There was no holding it back. After everything | had been through, all of the dark thoughts from the deepest, 
most repulsive caverns of my mind, after yet another brush with death, after the isolation, of being alone 
while completely surrounded by people, existing in my own living perdition and speaking no one, not a single soul, 


living or dead, about my struggles, | let go. 


Again | reached out, my mom fuzzing into pure water as | begged for a contact of a kind that was strictly 
comfort, strictly nurturing, strictly unconditional. A gently firm embrace that let me know without a doubt 
that | was loved, that | was wanted, and that | mattered despite my failings. 


| needed something pure, something tangible in the sorrowful, violent quagmire that had become my life. 


| wasn't Slash. | wasn't the crazy guy with the crazy hair that ran around the stage like a madman playing his 


heart out. | was no badass, no hero, no one special. 


| was little eight-year-old Saul, a sad, frightened little boy who'd just lost his pet chameleon. | was nothing 
more than a mother's son in need of care, unafraid if there were consequences for my wrongdoings, too 
distraught and shattered to worry about punishment, because knowing | did wrong was penance enough, and if 


there was additional admonishment, | knew | deserved it. 


Her arms were barely around me before | burst out with a choked, anguished, "Mama," and surrendered 
myself to her embrace, letting go, shedding everything, every shred of pain, every question, every beratement 
of myself, every regret, every mistake, everything, everything that I'd held within me for months. 


Fuck no. 

For years 

She stroked my hair, just like she did when | was a kid, content to sit cross-legged on the floor with me, 
answering my crushed questions in hushed, soothing tones, never shirking as time passed, as my tears, and 


snot, and sweat, and agony permeated and discolored the bright cotton of her dress. 


She told me it was okay when | repeatedly, incessantly apologized, shivering and weeping, "I'm sorry.. l'm so 


sorry, Mom, | didn't mean tol | don't want tol Not anymore.. l'm sorry.. |-l'm sorry!" 


"Shh, baby," she whispered as she rocked me, just like an infant, an even, gentle back and forth, combing my 
hair as she held me tight, squeezing me hard like she was solidifying my place on the earth. "It's okay. It's 


gonna be okay, you hear me? You're gonna be alright, baby." 


"No," my denial quivered in my throat, boggy through a mass of coagulated mucus. | sniffled hard, sucking 
down a gelatinous glob | coughed away when it lodged in my esophagus. "No, its not okay. | lost him. | /ost him, 
Mamal For good. For good this time!" 


"Shh," she repeated again, like a rustle of calm autumn wind. Her cheek came to rest atop my head. "Things 


change sometimes, child. People change. You don't know that." 


"| do know that," | whimpered back, but an ember of frustration flared into a miserable, tormented hiss, a 
curse spat through venomously defensive bared teeth, "He married her. He fucking married that bitch! How 


could he marry her when he doesn't love her?!" 
"| don't know, baby. | can't answer that" 


"He married her! That son of a bitch, how could he do that?! | love him. | /ove him, and it fucking hurts! 
Everything hurts!" 


And indeed it did. Every bone, every muscle in my body. For months every act, no matter how large or small, 
was draining. Some days just getting out of bed and doing the bare minimum was the biggest victory | could 


achieve. 
"I know." Mom's voice wobbled for the first time, her arms tightening. "I know, baby. And | can't change that." 


"Why?" My arms and legs shuddered, and a cry, a wail of loathing scraped my throat, "Why?! | can't imagine 
my life without him in it, and | can't take it. | can't fucking take it. Why am | like this? Why can't | stop; why 
can't | just be fucking functional, and happy, and where | belong? What's wrong with me, Mom? | need to 
change. | have to change, and | can't! I'm fucking broken. I'm fucking nothing! I'm just a fucking junkie and he cut 
me out. l'm diseased, and this is my fault. This is all my fault... It's too late. /m too late.. We were supposed to 


grow old together and now.." 
Another soft shush. 


"My Duff is gone and he's never coming back! Its been months and I've done nothing. I've gotten nowhere! He's 


my everything and l-- And l." 


My rambling dwindled to unyielding, unbridled howls of despair and an intensifying pain in my pounding, 
hungover, coke-slugged head as | yanked my hair, only to have my fingers firmly and tenderly untangled from 


my greasy, seared curls. 
Resolute hands gripped my shoulders and guided me as upright as my bowed, beaten spine would allow, and 
fingers gently grasped my chin, mildly raising, forcing my wet, hollow eyes to meet hers, the same intense 


brown as mine, almost black in the weak illumination, her gaze intent, caring, and steadfast. 


"Stop this foolishness," Mom said, softly, evenly, using a tone which | knew from hard earned experience that it 


was for my better to listen to. 


| grew silent but for incessant sniffles and hard, heaving spasms of breath that jerked from the misery- 
induced twitches in my belly, making myself hold her gaze, the first one I'd held for more than a handful of 
seconds since Duff had placed his fingertips over my heart and ejected me from his home, from our home, 


from his life. 


"Saul," she breathed, the rarity of my given name falling on me like a crash of icy cold, cleansing water. She 
drew a breath, exhaled long and slow through her nose, then continued in the same, steady cadence, "My child.. 
You are strong You are stronger than you know. You are stronger than the chemicals inside you. You are 


strong because you're shill alive" 


She shifted her gaze to the pistol, her eyes spawning glazed, glassy new tears that she immediately blinked 


away. 


It killed me to see the hurt in her eyes, but | experienced it with open, willing arms. | needed to take 
responsibility, and where was a better place to start than seeing my mother, the woman who gave me life, 


swell with pain at the thought of once again nearly losing her son. 


"You have the capacity to change," she assured with a small shake of my face, both hands now clasped on my 
cheeks. "You can do this If not for him, then for you. For me. Your brother, your father. For that little black 
furball that was attempting to scratch his way through the door. For the world. For you So you can be happy. 
So you don't have to feel like this." 


"l-I know. I." 
"You've gotta get away from the negativity." Her brows furrowed in deep-seated concern. “All this toxicity isn't 
good for someone as sensitive and tenderhearted as you, no matter how goddamn stubborn you are and try to 


hide it. You've gotta get out of this shit, baby. You've gotta get out of it. Clear your head. Figure yourself out" 


"F-figure myself o-out?" | staggered, my lips quivering anew. "The fuck's that gonna do? I'm still stuck. I'm 
still." My lungs heaved a rough puff, and | croaked, "I'm still without Duff" 


Mom shook her head, pinching her lips together. "You don't know that." 


"/ do," | vehemently affirmed, as gloomy and dark as cloudy, black ink. "He doesn't want me anymore. He doesn't, 
and he's made it clear. The things | said..the shit | accused him of.. He doesn't care. He didn't deserve it, and I." 


"Don't be so sure." 
| am sure," | nearly yelled in my declaration. "lm positive. | know. He's done with me. He wants nothing to do 


with me, Mom! Everyone. Everyone, Adam, McBob, his fucking brothers and sisters, Andy..they all said it. They 


all said it's over. He's married. He doesn't care anymore. He's fucking done with me. | fucked up too bad this 


time." 


Mom shifted slightly, rearranging herself to stretch her legs, still holding my face, studying me with keen eyes 
like she was X-Raying me, guarded. 


"That boy still loves you," she insisted with tender reinforcement. "He still cares about you. | know he does." 


"Bullshit," | scoffed, too bereft, too broken to believe her. "Loves me like what? Like you and Dad still love each 
other? Similar, entwined souls doomed to friendship because of small things that turn into big fights because 
of pride?" 


Mom didn't flinch. Hell, not even a twinge of hurt nudged her gaze. "Better friends than nothing." 


"Bullshit," | reiterated, jerking my head from her hold to look away, to stare far off at the built-in shoe racks 
cluttered with Perla's sprawling collection of high heels. They quickly blurred with a well of desolation and a 


protective cross of my arms above my chest. 


"| don't want friends," the words whimpered through my lips, murmured more to myself than my mother. "I 


want My Duff." 


"Then fight for it, goddamn it." My face was seized this time, roughly redirected to look into the gaze of a 
lioness, fiercely protective and demanding my attention, and | dared not refute her statement. "Get off your 
ass. Stop moping. Stop dwelling. It hurts. Damn it, son, don't | know how much it hurts, but you gotta keep goin. 
Life don't stop just because it's unfair, or you fuck up and make mistakes. Twelve years of love doesn't 
disappear over night. People lash out. They do stupid, hurtful, almost unforgivable things they don't mean in 


the name of love, in the reaction of pain, shame, and a broken heart. People get scared. People get..." 

She heavily sighed, giving the flintlock yet another nervous glance. 

"People get desperate. When a hurt is that deep, that profound, sometimes people do things they can't explain 
"You fucked up, child. You fucked up good. But damn it, that doesn't mean you should give up, that you 
shouldn't give it a chance to get better. Do not give a permanent fix to a temporary problem, no matter how 
concrete it feels. 


"You are loved You are so very fucking loved, and that's why it hurts so much." 


| absorbed her words, allowing them to permeate each fiber of my being, aware of the motherly affection and 


affirmation in her eyes, even if | had difficulty making them out through the renewed streams of silent tears. 


Mom always seemed to have the right wisdom, the correct words spoken in a way | couldn't argue, a way that 


made sense, a way that put me in my place, that ached and soothed simultaneously. 


"He." | choked a bit on my tears, swallowing another massive snot ball that swamped in the empty, growling 
void of my stomach. "He told me | was his One.. The One. Right before he left me." 


"Then fucking act like it, baby." 


She reached down, taking my hands to give them a squeeze so powerful it was as if she was pouring her 


energy into me, warm and maternal, strong and refreshing. 

"You love him?" She asked, outright and straightforward. 

"Yes" | stiffly, morosely nodded, the word a hushed, humid, near-sob of affirmation. "Always." 

She smiled, a small, coaxing tug of the corner of her mouth, and constricted my hands once more. 


"Then prove it" 


